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Abstract
This thesis provides a critical analysis of a specific group of films that combine the
subgenres of cyberpunk and body horror which I call New Flesh Cinema. Films of this subgenre
counter fears and anxieties of technological advancements by re-imagining the rise of technology
and its societal effects as a transitional process through the illustration of literal and visceral
depictions of the necessary alterations people will have to undergo in order to transition
successfully into the new world. To contradict apocalyptic fears of advancing technology, these
films offer a vision of a “New Flesh.” I argue the films share three important commonalities:
they depict technology as a mediator of our actions, interactions, and perception of reality, they
stress the importance and discomfort of adapting and transforming, and they address
technophobia by revealing a fascination and fear of technology as well as the need and
inevitability of a new flesh for a new world. The analysis develops over three case studies of five
New Flesh Cinema films: Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira (1988), Shinya Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo: The
Iron Man (1989), Shigeru Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986), Shozin Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio
(1991), and Fukui’s Rubber’s Lover (1996). Through these case studies, I shed light on the social
significance of New Flesh Cinema as a cathartic medium for an anxious society facing social
changes. This contributes to a larger conversation concerning media and society’s cyclical
pattern of influence.
NB: A note on Japanese titles, terms, and names. If the title of a film varies from its English
translation, I provide a Romanized version of the original title in parentheses. Japanese terms are
italicized with their English translation in parentheses. Names are given in the following order:
given name first, family name second.
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New Flesh Cinema: Moving Beyond the Body
In a secluded warehouse crammed with scrap metal, a lowly recluse uses a small blade to
cut open his inner thigh amongst gushes of blood. After grinding a ribbed pipe between his teeth, he
slowly inserts the piece of metal into his gash. Images of athletes burst into flames. Sweating
profusely, the recluse unwraps bandages around his leg to find maggots festering in his wound.
Screaming in terror, the man whimpers and runs through the streets before he his struck by
oncoming traffic. We are then introduced to the New World.
The description above is one of the most gruesome scenes from Tetsuo: The Iron Man, a
Japanese film that belongs to a special category of science fiction horror films of the 1980s and
1990s. This unique intermingling of cyberpunk and body horror, what I call “New Flesh Cinema,”
served as a kind of cinema of catharsis for a nation wrestling with its identity in a boom of
technological innovation and new-found wealth. While these films range in production size and
reception, their shared style of conflating cyberpunk with body horror through shocking and
disturbing visuals marks this section of Japanese cinema as an area worthy of a more in-depth study.
New Flesh Cinema finds its roots in one of the first and most prominent genres in
cinema, horror. Despite its long history, horror is often discounted as low entertainment designed
to make an audience jump, shriek, or cringe. They are rarely the products of prestigious studios
and rarely receive more than superficial analyses (White, 1971). But many film scholars would
argue that the genre provides important insights to the fears and anxieties of society as a whole,
expanding the potential of horror films to provide “insight into not only a culture’s dominant
ideologies, but also those multiple subject positions that question or contest the status quo”
(McRoy, 2008, p. 17). However, as James Marriott (2004) states: “Horror’s true interest is in
providing a set of oblique strategies for dealing with anxieties” (p. 2).
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These “anxieties,” including isolation, madness, transformation, and other traumas, are
often centered on the human body, giving birth to a subgenre of horror known as body horror.
Body horror portrays, with unapologetic excess and brutality, the transformation, mutation, or
mutilation of the human body. While the distinction between torture porn or snuff-like films and
body horror is often muddled, the former typically feature people committing violent acts against
one another or against themselves. Body horror, on the other hand, focuses on a character
enduring severe physical alterations through means that range from scientific experiments gone
awry to reasons left inexplicable or ambiguous to viewers. In addition, body horror further
distinguishes itself by focusing the bulk of the film on the character/s transforming and adapting
to their circumstances rather than trying to overcome their condition as if it were an obstacle.
But it is science fiction, even more than horror and its subgenres, that enables audiences
to process what is arguably modernity’s most significant form of collective trauma, the fear of
social change brought on by technology. What does it mean to be human? How has technology
altered the fabric of society? Are the changes imposed by technology favorable? These are all
questions, among others, that science fiction attempts to answer. While science fiction, on the
surface, is often seen as a simple equation of spaceships + planets, science fiction author and
scholar Adam Roberts (2006) notes that science fiction is, in actuality, a reflection of the present.
Daniel Dinello (2005) concurs, adding “science fiction not only reflects popular assumptions and
values, but also gives us an appraisal of their success in practice,” serving as a “social criticism
and popular philosophy” (p. 5). When it comes to technology, Dinello states “science fiction
imagines the problematic consequences brought about by these new technologies” as well as the
“existential questions they raise” (p. 5). In other words, technological depictions in science
fiction reveal our collective, often negative feelings towards these advancements.
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Cyberpunk, a subgenre of science fiction born out of the 1960s and 1970s, goes even
further. Cyberpunk features the juxtaposition of high technology with low-life, focusing on
profound technological progressions, such as virtual reality, artificial intelligence, and
cybernetics that are contrasted against a decaying and corrupt society. But the seeds for this go
much further back. Both positive and negative feelings towards technology and its possibilities
are present in films as early as Fritz Lang’s 1927 silent film Metropolis, a kind of cinematic
ancestor of cyberpunk due to its themes of paranoia and wonder towards advanced technological
innovations. However, as technology achieves pronounced strides that become more apparent
and prevalent in our lives, its depictions are more frightful, visceral, and aggressive.
While some science fiction content draws on the horror genre to represent fears of
technology through hostile machines taking over the world [e.g. The Terminator (Cameron,
1984)], it is the unique combination of cyberpunk, a subgenre of science fiction, and body
horror, a subgenre of horror, that has contributed a significant cinematic commentary on the
technological age and its impact on society. This is the subtle but important film movement I am
calling New Flesh Cinema. New Flesh Cinema highlights elements of both body horror and
cyberpunk by featuring technology invading and fusing with the body or the body undergoing
transformations into a posthuman organism that is initiated by technology. The emphasis of these
movies is on the main character as they transfigure and experience immense physical and mental
anguish while simultaneously realizing the superior abilities that accompany this new flesh.
While body horror films have a similar emphasis, technology is an essential and central motif in
New Flesh Cinema which is typically the catalyst that drives the metamorphosis.
While the West has their fair share of body horror and cyberpunk movies as separate
concepts, there is a nascent New Flesh Cinema to be found in films such as Altered States
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(Russell, 1980), Videodrome (Cronenberg, 1983), and eXistenZ (Cronenberg, 1999). In each of
these films, we see this unique combination of subgenres as characters’ bodies endure disturbing
transformations with technology as a catalyst to this transformation or technology as an addition
to the human form. Because technology is a global, borderless phenomenon, fear and skepticism
towards technological innovation can be seen as universal, with New Flesh Cinema’s framework
applying to films around the world. These films are best understood as navigating collective
anxieties regarding technology and the social transformations that come with it.
One compelling example of how New Flesh Cinema navigates the collective anxieties of
technology and social change is in a series of Japanese films made throughout the 1980s and
1990s. This pattern emerged during Tokyo’s underground film and punk music movement when
the rise of independent expression allowed filmmakers and musicians (often working together)
the necessary room for voicing unpopular opinions in unconventional ways. In this case, it was
through horrifying imagery and experimental storytelling. This thesis concentrates on the
recurring images and themes found in this unique phenomenon in Japanese cinema that
combined elements of both body horror and cyberpunk to comment on advancing technology in
society. Despites its gruesome imagery, New Flesh Cinema in Japan depicts the fusion of organic
flesh with metallic materials as a positive concept.
Two central questions guide this research. First: Is the portrayal of horrifying
transformations of the body in cyberpunk/body horror always apocalyptic, or is there room for a
positive, cathartic reframing of technological change? And second: What is the relationship
between cinema and social transformation, and how does a cinema of “New Flesh” represent an
intervention between the two?
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The analysis divides Japanese New Flesh Cinema into three categories: big-budget studio
productions represented by Katsuhiro Otomo’s 1988 blockbuster Akira; more independent but
still renowned films represented by Shinya Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo: The Iron Man (1989); and
finally, low-budget underground films represented by Shigeru Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986),
and two Shozin Fukui films, 964 Pinocchio (1991) and Rubber’s Lover (1996). I argue that all
three categories of Japanese New Flesh Cinema re-imagine the rise of technology and its effects
on society as a transitional process, presenting literal and visceral illustrations of the necessary
alterations people will have to face in order to transition properly into the new world. They do
this by offering a vision of a “New Flesh” as a counterpoint to apocalyptic fears of technological
advancement. Rather than focus on characters overcoming an obstacle and defeating technology
in a good versus evil binary, these films focus on transition, change, and the anguish that comes
with adapting to a new reality. Once these characters embrace their transformation, they find
they are no longer suited for their current environment and resort to creating a new world, either
from scratch or transforming the current world to fit their “New Flesh.” In doing so, this thesis
contributes to larger conversations regarding cinema as a productive and cathartic medium that
also offers further insights into media and society’s complicated and cyclical pattern of
influence.

From National Ideology to Punk Ideology: Free Expression in Japanese Independent
Cinema and Underground Music

For Japan, the 1960s proved to be a prime time for the development of a strong sense of
nationalism and national ideology. Successfully recovering from the trauma of World War II,
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Japan was blessed with a prosperous economy that was able to financially compensate war
victims, leading to an ideological connection between economic prosperity and victimhood.
Furthermore, while Tokyo was still rebuilding itself, the Japanese people managed a great feat by
hosting the 1964 Olympics. These accomplishments during a challenging time crystalized a
strong national ideology (Brown, 2010; Lowenstein, 2005). Built on a foundation that collective
suffering comes with the promise of collective prosperity, Japan maintains the view of their
nation as a singular, distinct body, one mechanism with many parts that are required to function
properly in order for the machine to run smoothly and efficiently. Therefore, when a wrench is
thrown in the machine in the form of an economic recession such as the one in the 1990s, or in
the form of prevalent technological innovations, it causes a panic, as if a parasite is
contaminating the body (McRoy, 2008).
Despite the financial affluence in Japan during the 1960s, according to Donald Richie’s
(2005) survey of Japanese film history, Japan’s film industry began to encounter some problems
as the “new wave” of Japanese films in the 1950s and 1960s began to decline. Richie as well as
Isolde Standish (2005) give numerous accounts of challenges Japan’s production studios faced
during this period, such as the eradication of vertical integration, the rise of television, and the
failure of big studios like Nikkatsu and Shochiku to understand and cater to emerging youth
cultures. With the loss of a monopolistic studio system, the 1970s and 1980s not only saw major
production studios closing or being reduced to producing soft-core pornography known as pinku
eiga (pink films) but also saw a plethora of smaller studios emerging (Richie, 2005; Standish,
2005). While these smaller companies were producing pinku eiga as well, their non-affiliation
with major studios allowed room for creative expression from directors which included
representations of sex, monsters, and other subjects one could not find on television (Richie,
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2005; Standish, 2005). As the major studios began to focus more on movies with blockbuster
potential, the independent studios not only offered audiences sophisticated material at a low
production cost but also offered expressions of independent thought.
While this was happening on one side of the world, on the other side of the globe,
Hollywood was experiencing the same trials and tribulations around the same time. As in Japan,
Hollywood’s studios were facing several challenges with the loss of vertical integration and the
introduction of television. For Hollywood, this resulted in younger and lesser known directors
receiving more creative freedom which lead to the age between the late 1960s to late 1970s
known as the New Hollywood. Many of the films produced during this era in the United States
feature subversive characters who rebel against various systems and institutions. The films of the
New Hollywood are especially profound because the directors themselves rebelled against the
traditional approaches to filmmaking in Hollywood up until that point, which resulted in some of
the most internationally recognized and influential movies in cinematic history (Biskind, 1998;
Harris, 2008).
Undoubtedly, the New Hollywood was a major inspiration to Japan in the 1970s and
1980s. Japan saw a surge in consolidation among younger directors who approached filmmaking
as auteurs who not only wanted to entertain but say something profound using cinema as their
medium of communication. As such, this eruption of New Flesh Cinema from bold, young
directors in Japan was not specific to this country but was one of many cogs in a new machine
that was moving film past mere entertainment and into an age of free philosophical and reflective
expression.
With this opportunity in Japan to express new ways of thinking came postmodern ideals
embodied in these new works. Postmodern, in this sense, refers to texts (such as film) that
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question what we take for granted as a society. Telotte (2001) argues that “our contemporary
ways of seeing, knowing, and representing all rest on what are usually unquestioned” based on
“ultimately little more than an ‘effect,’ a construct of language, custom, and assumption” (p. 54).
Therefore, movies of this era of creative freedom, including New Flesh Cinema, challenged ideas
of what cinema and storytelling look like and what it can do. Rather than a form of
entertainment, through their style and content, these postmodern works had the potential to
comment on societal norms people typically do not question. Combining high and low art, this
wave of Japanese films (and by implication, the New Hollywood as well) “posited that culture
had never been as pure as assumed, the notion that all culture is syncretic, hybridized” (Richie,
2005, p. 215).
This idea of hybridization not only manifested itself in independent movies of the 1970s
and 1980s but also in music, particularly Tokyo’s underground punk music movement. Like
smaller film studios, the underground music scene enabled musicians to express themselves in
creative and unconventional ways to articulate creative and unconventional thoughts, some of
which were strongly influence by foreign trends. Like independent cinema, popular music
through the late 1980s was at a constant state of growth and negotiation between “embracing
foreign styles and fostering indigenous styles” (Matsue, 2011, p.75). Scenes that are regarded as
“underground” include punk, hip-hop, and hardcore groups not affiliated with any corporate or
independent labels, characterized by music that is thought to be subversive in order to “express
resistance to mainstream musical and/or socio-political norms” (Matsue, 2011, p. 3). The style of
this scene was accompanied by hard and heavy music, screaming vocals, with an overall
aggressive style in dim, dirty, smoke-infested livehouses. This style was a form of resistance to
the “dominant perception of the clean-cut and glossy performance of mainstream Japanese
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popular music” as well as the overarching pressure to conform to mainstream societal
conventions and expectations (Matsue, 2011, pp. 3-4). Similar to independent films bulging with
social commentary on what it means to be Japanese, such as the family system and alienation
among younger generations, underground punk music expressed disillusionment and
dissatisfaction with Japan’s traditional status quo, urban life, and advancing capitalism (Brown,
2010; Matsue, 2011). The conflation of burgeoning independent cinema, underground punk
music, and new spaces of freedom of expression became the host from which Japanese New
Flesh Cinema grew.
One important branch of that burgeoning independent cinema in Japan during this time
was cyberpunk, a subgenre of science fiction. A breakdown of Japanese cyberpunk cinema is
offered in Mark Player’s (2011) essay found on MidnightEye.com, cited by Brown (2010) as
“one of the most respected Web sites devoted to Japanese cinema” (p. 61). Player claims the
films of Sogo Ishii, such as Crazy Thunder Road (1980) and Burst City (Bakuretsu Toshi Basuto
Shiti, 1982), shaped Japanese cyberpunk conventions. Although Ishii’s films are purely punk
with no science-fiction influence, his style and overall method to filmmaking heavily influenced
aspiring, independent directors. Following Ishii’s approach, these underground film directors
used punk musicians as actors as well as heavy-metal, electric sounds to make experimental
features that examine themes of alienation and anxiety. Most notably is musician and director
Shigeru Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986), which is considered the first cyberpunk film of Japan
that crystallized the conventions and ideas of this subgenre through its visuals and
unconventional musical style which Player (2011) calls a “no-holds barred sensory assault”
(“From Punk to Cyberpunk” section). While Death Powder is noted as the first film in Japan to
combine punk elements (such as low-life with themes of alienation and rebellion) with motifs of
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advanced technology (in this case, a cybernetic android), its body horror aspect is an additional
feature that set in motion filmmakers combining cyberpunk with body horror. The merging of
flesh and metal is what separates the films of this thesis from other works of cyberpunk and other
works of body horror in Japan or in the West.

The Body as the Medium and the Message

“As our proliferating technologies have created a whole series of new environments, men have become
aware of the arts as ‘anti-environments’ or ‘counter-environments’ that provide us with the means of
perceiving the environment itself.” – McLuhan, 1964, p. viii

Films like Death Powder and its successors are part of what I call New Flesh Cinema,
helping Japanese audiences navigate the collective anxieties of social change from technological
advancements. But how do these films do that, or, more importantly, how can these films do
that? In addition to a form of entertainment, cinema as a medium of communication enables
people to express and share feelings of joy, fear, curiosity, anxiety, etc. These expressions often
reflect the societal climate in which a film is produced. However, New Flesh Cinema offers
much more. In New Flesh Cinema, filmmakers embrace the fact that cinema is itself an
imposition of technology, that it is part of the very phenomenon generating collective anxiety.
By using a highly technical medium to negotiate the unfamiliar terrain of technological and
social change, these filmmakers push their protagonists, and by implication, their audiences,
toward a cathartic experience, confronting their fears of technology with an intervention of
technology, that is, cinema itself.
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Even before technology became as prominent as it is today in our modern society, media
scholar Marshall McLuhan could see the power of mass media and the potential of their effects
on society and individuals. McLuhan (1964) determined that technology modified people’s
consciousness, and that people’s logical understandings and perceptions of reality are determined
by the technology available at a particular period of time (Grossberg et al., 1998; McLuhan,
1964). In other words, how we come to know and understand the world is determined,
constrained, and shaped by the medium that is used to process information.
As a way to better understand media’s relationship to society, Grossberg et al. (1998)
expand on McLuhan’s concept by presenting the Cultural Model which draws a close connection
between the processes of social communication and the production of common culture. They
noted, “The cultural model of communication sees communication as the construction of a
shared space or map of meaning within which people coexist” (Grossberg et al., 1998, p. 20).
Therefore, a medium of communication, such as film, has the potential to create a space to
construct and express new meanings about the environment in which people live.
Sociologists examine both the stated and unstated rules of society and to what extent
people agree and disagree with the conventions that emerge from these stated and unstated rules.
In that context, mass media can be seen as a kind of social conventions factory that attempts to
influence us, telling us what to buy, what attitudes to have towards foreign and domestic affairs,
and how to think of others and ourselves. John Ryan and William M. Wentworth (1999) state:
“Mass media images can provide information about our place in society,” and it plays a major
role in “constructing our sense of who we are and our relative standing in society” (p. 5). They
argue that we can never fully understand things outside of ourselves; therefore, mass media are
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socialization agents that allow us to communicate through signs and symbols to an infinite
audience and to be informed by an infinite number of people.
Since mass media comprises of signs and symbols, they are open to interpretation and
susceptible to misinterpretation. These misinterpretations can have an impact on the extent of the
positive and negative alteration on society and individuals’ well-being and connection to others
from the way mass media frames and shapes our understanding of these changes. In addition to
the abstract nature of mass media messages and images, their products prove to be even more
volatile than media messages themselves and can be affected by the circumstances of their
production. For example, Ryan and Wentworth (1999) lay out six factors that influence the
production of culture: technology, law, industry structure, organizational structure, market, and
occupational careers. These factors act together and separately to shape cultural products and
their messages. The messages can be read as more than the creator’s vision, but at the same time,
“it is impossible for mass media messages to reflect the full range of ideas, opinions and
perspectives in a given society” (Ryan & Wentworth, 1999, p. 20).
Nevertheless, mass media is in a precarious position as it is used to prod into personal
lives while trying to cater to the masses. Media is power and possesses the ability to operate on
two levels: determination and control (Grossberg et al., 1998; Ryan & Wentworth, 1999). On the
one hand, media has the power to effect social change and determine how we perceive that
change. For example, advertisements pose technologies that link our phones with our cars and
homes as innovative ways for people to stay connected with each other and be able to monitor
their possessions from anywhere. Media persuades us to adopt these new technologies through
advertising and product placement, then shapes our perception of them not as technologies of
potential surveillance, but as technologies of convenience. On the other hand, media can be used
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to control and manage societal views through the exploitation of social differences. For instance,
sitcoms are notorious for perpetuating stereotypes of men, women, people of color, and
immigrants, among others, in order to appeal to and hook a vast audience within a short time
frame.
Grossberg et al. (1998) argues that because of this dynamic, our understanding of mass
media images and messages becomes harder to determine and interpret as the technology of mass
media itself transforms our awareness. This leads to a kind of technological determinism, “the
belief that technology is the principle if not only cause of historical change” (Grossberg et al.,
1998, p. 47). However, because of the influence of mass media, we are too close to this
“historical emergence” to see technology’s impact.
According to Grossberg et al. (1998), mass society theory argues that social changes,
such as technological and industrial advancements, negatively impact social life and social
interactions, resulting in alienated and disconnected social relationships. These feelings of
isolation and detachment place individuals in a position that leaves them open and vulnerable to
manipulation, coercion, “and easy prey for authoritarian appeals” (Grossberg et al., 1999, p. 35).
This theory of mass society views culture as reduced to no more than a means to appeal to the
masses through manipulation and appealing to their most irrational and lowest desires.
Despite this stance, McLuhan has his own thoughts on the impact technology has on
media: “Today technologies and their consequent environments succeed each other so rapidly
that one environment makes us aware of the next” (McLuhan, 1964, p. viii). While Grossberg et
al. focus on the way media messages control and determine the perception of consumers,
McLuhan argues that, in actuality, it is the medium that holds the most power and significance.
Breaking ground in mass media theory, McLuhan coined the idea that the medium is the
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message: “This is merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium – that
is, of any extension of ourselves – result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by
each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 7). McLuhan argues
the content of any medium is always another medium: “The medium that provides information
on public institutions is now its only institution” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 8).
Films are products of their time, meaning the culture and political climate in which films
are made shape their conception and style. Because cinema offers a space for expression,
audiences can experience new ideas, allowing filmmakers to implement change in attitudes,
actions, and perceptions. Referring to mediums as an extension of ourselves and how each
extension is determined by past extensions and new technology is an essential concept for this
thesis as several of the films examined focus on technology fusing with bodies as literal
extensions of ourselves. Moreover, McLuhan’s concept of the medium as the message is
particularly interesting for this thesis considering the medium of focus is film, more specifically,
films that center on ideas of technology and how it modifies our place in society. The “message”
of these films is to accept and adapt to technological change as the filmmakers and audience
engage in cinema (which is itself a medium based on constantly evolving technology). And that
message is embedded in alterations of the body as a “medium” of technological change. In that
sense, the medium – the human body – is, in fact, the message that change is coming.
This societal change from technological innovations is present and inevitable which
ushers in a new form of collective trauma. Literature and, for that matter, cinema carries a long
history of stoking fears that stem from these changes. Grossberg et al. (1998) determine
technology can have different effects on individuals, societies, and history, depending on how it
is used. A new concept is the idea of technologies being used “in direct response to perceived
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social needs and problems. They are not merely symptoms but are intentional attempts at
solutions” (Grossberg et al., 1998, p. 48). Examples of this idea can be seen in innovations such
as prosthetics, surveillances, genetic modifications, social media, etc. With these technological
“solutions,” however, comes alterations to our society. We are now more aware of being
observed through surveillance by the government as well as corporations and social media
conglomerates. With the prevalence of various social mediums, our perception of space and time
are changing as well as how we communicate and function as a species. With societal alterations
from technology comes skepticism and even fear towards these advancements. However, despite
any growing fears towards technology, advancements persist. So, how does the reality of distress
and distrust towards technological advancements manifest in the science fiction genre? The
following section concentrates on the concept of technophobia and the role it plays in science
fiction literature and film. While there is much science fiction literature and film that comment
on technology, this section focuses on people’s fear of their technological creations as well as the
fusion of technology with organic flesh.

Frankenstein, Flies, and Fusion

“Like a virus, technology autonomously insinuates itself into human life and, to ensure its survival and
dominance, malignantly manipulates the minds and behavior of humans” – Dinello, 2005, p. 2

Building off the idea put forward by Grossberg et al. (1998) that we are too close to the
technological emergence to see its full effects, Mike Featherstone and Roger Burrows (1996)
discuss how “Technology is beginning to mediate our social relationships, our self-identities and
our wider sense of social life to an extent we are only just beginning to grasp” (p. 13). With each
15

passing year, there are new technological innovations designed to improve our ways of life.
These innovations are starting to succeed each other more rapidly than the last to the point that it
becomes increasingly difficult to not only imagine life without technology but also to see where
it is going. New Flesh Cinema offers a vision of where technology is taking us: a completely new
world. This new world requires a transitional period for our flesh to adapt and be made new to
survive in a technological world. While New Flesh Cinema regards this next step and preceding
transitional period as necessary, it still acknowledges the pain that comes with a transition that
leads to something new and unstable. Even when technology was more primitive in
development, people still expressed technophobic ideas towards these innovations.
Bennett (2016) defines technophobia as the fear and uncertainty of changes affecting the
world brought on by technology. For Dinello (2005) rather than approaching ‘technophobia’ as
the irrational fear of technology, he believes technophobia “is meant to suggest an aversion to,
dislike of, or suspicion of technology” (p. 8). When considering technological advances, such as
cell phones, laptops, and social media sites, the concept of technophobia may seem relatively
new. However, literature dating back to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Robert Louis Stevenson’s
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and the various works of Isaac Asimov depict
people’s fear of advancements in science and technology. Outside of fictional works, there is, of
course, the infamous Luddite movement of the 19th Century where groups of outraged textile
workers in England sabotaged industrial machinery as a form of protest against being replaced
by machines (Coulson, 2019).
As stated by Janice Rushing and Thomas Frentz (1989), “Virtually from the beginning,
we humans have carried on a love-hate relationship with the tools we have made” (p. 61). We
have both a fascination and fear with machines and technology. They are the products of our
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own making that we also grow to rely on to the extent that we ultimately reject them as they
might “prove to be our obsolescence” (Rushing & Frentz, 1989, p. 61). The insights by Rushing
and Frentz relate to technological determinism which predicts that “the future is the result of the
necessary and inevitable unfolding of the consequences of the past and present” (Grossberg et
al., 1998, p. 47). This aspect of technological determinism is seen in dystopian science fiction
that depicts machines as a malevolent threat. This dystopic vision is what Asimov calls “the
Frankenstein complex” where the machinery and conceptions people create not only pose as a
danger to us but could also displace us (Rushing & Fretnz, 1989, p. 62).
Dinello (2005) argues that technophobic, dystopic, fictional works reveal that both
technology and nature cannot be controlled by scientists. Dinello defines posthuman evolution as
“the development of human/machine fusion” that blurs the distinction between human and
machine (p. 4). He also argues technophobia is based on the belief that technologies act as a
catalyst for war and politics of domination. Consequently, technophobic science fiction presents
technology and technological innovations as a cautionary tale towards “cyber-hype” by
“reflecting the real world of weaponized, religiously rationalized, and profit-fueled technology”
(p. 2). Science fiction that uses existing technology to portray a vision of the future allows
viewers to evaluate present technology and where it is heading as well as evaluate a new,
upcoming reality (Dinello, 2005).
The foundation of the fear and skepticism behind advancing technology is the idea of a
shifting balance of power and control between humans and machines, causing our sense of
humanity to alter and diminish our self-image as well as our minds, bodies, individuality, and
consciousness. Dinello (2005) claims that with the development of new technologies comes an
“evolutionary panic” of people fearing the possibility of experiencing transformation, having
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their freedoms threatened, or being taken over, dominated by, and oppressed by machines (p. 6).
Even though it can be seen in fictional works such as H.G. Wells’ 1896 novel The Island of Dr.
Monreau, “[t]he dream of mastery over life” is further extended and brutalized “with the rise of
cybernetics, computers, and artificial intelligence” (Dinello, 2005, p. 181). In other words, the
desire to genetically enhance, control evolution, and rebuild humanity to a state of perfection
through technologies is brought on by the hatred of the flesh. In addition to The Island of Dr.
Monreau, there are numerous examples of works expressing anxiety towards biological
engineering that strive to perfect the human body and control evolution for the sake of “utopian
goals,” no matter the price of carnage (Dinello, 2005, p. 189). With this thought process comes
anxiety concerning the unpredictable outcomes that might ensue. The horror movies The Fly
(Cronenberg, 1986) and Mimic (del Toro, 1997) are two of several examples of works presenting
a fear of the volatile nature and consequences of audacious innovations that conflate technology
with biology and how the technology required for these innovations are susceptible to glitches
and, frankly…bugs.
Horror fiction scholar and philosopher Eugene Thacker (2002) extends this idea of
dystopian science fiction and people’s fear of machines and advancements in science and
technology by focusing on a subgenre he coins “biohorror/biotech.” Thacker (2002) describes
biohorror as extreme anxiety over the body brought on by biological technoscience such as
biomedicine, molecular genetics, and molecular biology: “[the] fear of the instrumental uses of
biomedicine and biotechnology applied to the body,” reducing it to raw material, a biological
resource, or a new form of technology (2002, p. 109). As Thacker explains, “Biohorror embodies
this double weariness – that of a technologized society, and that of the unruly body – and yet
there is also a kind of politics to biohorror which distinguishes it from the traditions of gothic
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horror, monster movies, or suburban splatter films” (p. 112). Thacker finds a difference in the
way biohorror approaches anxiety about science and technology. Rather than Frankenstein or
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde that explore bad medicine that transforms victims
into biological anomalies as a cautionary tale for practicing science void of ethics and its
detrimental consequences, body horror answers the complicated questions of ‘what goes wrong,’
‘how does it go wrong,’ and ‘who is accountable’ by posing science as hyper-rational and
therefore lacking empathy and humanity.
In addition to the unforgiving nature of science that is depicted in biohorror, Thacker
goes on to say science could also be depicted as neutral and that society’s use and application is
what is questionable. Or with other cases, science and society work together to introduce
something more fundamental about human nature and the human condition: “While the ‘mad
scientist’ archetype suggests that science without reason becomes morally corrupt, biohorror
suggests that the monsters and abjections of technoscience are the product of a set of techniques
and technologies that simply work too well ” (Thacker, 2002, p. 114). Biohorror poses a threat
not because of the possibility something goes wrong but because if the scientists accomplish
what they set out to do, interacting the biological with the technological domains, the body will
be challenged and moved beyond its defined, biological terms as we understand them. Rather
than placing blame on science, corporations, or people, biohorror is concerned with “the highly
ambivalent ways in which the human body is refigured by science and technology” (Thacker,
2002, p. 115).
As I have discussed above, several works of science fiction-horror pose technology and
machines as a threat against humanity. Biohorror, however, blurs any clear distinction between
human and machine or technology. Similar to the contradictory feelings towards machines and
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technology presented in dystopic science fiction, biohorror encapsulates the complicated
combination of “a genuine fear of the bioethics of emerging biotechnologies, and a perplexed
curiosity about what exactly can be done to the body with such technologies” (Thacker, 2002, p.
113). In other words, biohoror is, above all, concerned with what it means to go beyond, un-do,
refigure, and disarticulate the human body through science and technology, asking “what it
would mean to take the human body, and, through a set of procedures and techniques, transform
that body into something non-human (posthuman, inhuman), into something that implicitly
transgresses the biological, anthropomorphic, and evolutionary traditions of defining the human”
(Thacker, 2002, p. 116-117). Furthermore, Steven T. Brown, author of Tokyo Cyberpunk:
Posthumanism in Japanese Visual Culture (2010), links the desire for disembodiment with the
consequent desire to be reembodied by identifying the human body as obsolete and longing for
something higher, whether spiritual or technological.
These conflicting feelings of fear towards technology as well as the desire to use
technology to reembody the self is a key concept to New Flesh Cinema. New Flesh Cinema
acknowledges the fears that come from technology shifting our perceptions of identity and what
it means to be human while also reimagining these fears through new visions of a flesh
compatible with a new world. New Flesh Cinema does so by conveying the fear and pain of
transitioning with shocking and gruesome depictions of the body altering rather than depictions
of the body being completely destroyed. This idea supports my argument that societal changes
are reflected in media, and a medium like cinema not only reflects these changes but presents
content that helps people make sense of their conflicting feelings of an impending new world.
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Robots, AIs, and Cyborgs, Oh My!

“Potential space is a transitional space.” – Robins, 1996, p. 145

New Flesh Cinema typically depicts the current society as a dystopia in need of a
technological liberation, while its close cousin, cyberpunk, offers dystopic visualizations of the
future because of technology. Both attempt to raise and answer ontological questions of identity
and humanity in a technological age.
Cyberpunk encapsulates a niche of science fiction that depicts bleak, futuristic visions of
the world from hyper-advanced technology. Using motifs of technological innovations,
cyberpunk focuses on technological advancements and its relation to power struggles through
depictions of a dystopic future “with a wide range of post-human forms which have both
theoretical and practical implications” (Featherstone & Burrows, 1996, p. 3). Cyborg,
cyberspace, and cyberpunk became concepts in the 1980s which stem from cybernetics, coined
in 1948 to describe a new science that “united communications theory and control theory”
(Featherstone & Burrows, 1996, p. 2).
Commonly regarded as the first cyberpunk novel, William Gibson’s 1984 work
Neuromancer is cited among many scholars as a blueprint to the subgenre of cyberpunk that
crystalized its conventions and is an overarching inspiration for all cyberpunk works (de la
Iglesia, 2018). Neuromancer is even regarded as the catalyst that “ignited cyberpunk fever in
Japan” (Tatsumi, 2006, p. 151-152). Some of the major themes explored in cyberpunk include
alienation, isolation, social decay, distrust for larger conglomerates, and skepticism for the
future. These themes are displayed in numerous ways within cyberpunk fiction, including their
settings. Witnessing the strong connection between cyberpunk and metropolises, Brown (2010)
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concludes cyberpunk films are “indissociable from urban spaces” while simultaneously
demonstrating ambivalence towards the city (p. 100).
Citing Mike Davis (1992), Featherstone and Burrows (1996) discuss how cyberpunk
“takes the twin themes of technological body modification and the notion of cyberspace and
allows them to intersect in various urban settings” (p. 10). Moreover, Featherstone and Burrows’
take on Davis supports the idea of the cyberspace world emulating an urban environment, since a
city, like cyberspace, is a complicated network of information and media (Featherstone &
Burrow, 1996). In other words, a bird’s eye view of a city resembles a cybernetic, grid system;
however, those who live and operate within this “system” never receive this view and, therefore,
never fully understand or appreciate its magnitude. Similar to Lowenstein’s notion of trauma in
identity as the rupture in the understanding of the private and public self, the cyberpunk “view of
the world is also one which recognizes the shrinking of public space and the increasing
privatization of many aspects of social life” (Featherstone & Burrows, 1996, p. 12). Therefore,
Anne Balsamo (1996), author of Technologies of the Gendered Body: Reading Cyborg Women,
argues “The role of the body in this boundary setting process is significant because it becomes
the place where anxieties about the ‘proper order of things’ erupt and are eventually
ideologically managed” (p. 216).
With the prevalence of science fiction movies in America as in Japan, there was a global
interest and skepticism of technology which lead to the themes explored in cyberpunk films,
such as alienation and the effects of the relationship between high technology and low-life
(moral decadence) or, in Japan’s case, low (underdeveloped and unstable) technology on low-life
(de la Igelsia, 2018; Player, 2011). One example of high/low technology that is prevalent in
cyberpunk literature and films is the cyborg which, according to Samantha Holland (1996), is
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one of the most frequently and effectively used motifs for confronting the relation and
dissonance between the mind and body as well as questioning common ideas of humanity.
However, what struck fear into people during the emergence of cyberpunk in the 1980s was
transforming the idea of the body from a “fixed part of nature” to a boundary concept that is
susceptible to a game of “tug-of-war between competing systems of meaning which include and
in part define the material struggles of physical bodies” (Balsamo, 1996, p. 215). The term
cyborg means cybernetic organism, “a self-regulating human-machine system,” a hybrid with
organic parts replaced by machine parts to “enhance the body’s power potential” (Featherstone
& Burrow, 1996, p. 2). Using the insights of Donna Haraway (1991) and Sadie Plant (1993),
Featherstone and Burrows (1996) further elaborate on cyborgs, relating them as the embodiment
of the “assumption that the boundaries between subjects, their bodies and the ‘outside world’ are
being radically reconfigured” (p. 3). Furthermore, A.R. Stone (1991), Kevin McCarron (1996),
and David Tomas (1996) support the notion of how cyborgs pose as threats to our understanding
of what it means to be human by dissolving the distinction between technology and nature as we
understand it and blurring the categories of the biological, technical, natural, artificial, and
human. Featherstone and Burrows, again building on the insights of Sadie Plant, argue
individuals should let go of the people versus machine binary and accept the “human/machine
dualism” that enforces the idea of a mind/body dichotomy (1996, p. 5).
Rather than focusing on how technology alters the human body, Sadie Plant (1993) turns
attention towards the notion of technology allowing the body to be transcended through
“technologies that promise, literally, a new world in which we can represent our bodies with a
greater degree of flexibility” (Featherstone & Burrows, 1996, p. 5). Believing a new technology
could “finally and truly deliver us from the limitations and the frustrations of this imperfect
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world,” Kevin Robins (1996) cites Sherman and Judkins (1992) who contend that virtual reality
offers us hopeful indications of the future and possibilities of accessing a reality that could
resemble heaven (Robins, 1996, p. 136). Robins states in this “new techno-reality…identity will
be a matter of freedom and choice” where virtual existence and experience “comes from the
sense of transcendence and liberation from the material and embodied world” and, therefore,
allows people to discard and select new identities at will while reclaiming the “illusion of
magical power” (pp. 138-139). He, in some cases, even sees virtual reality as an infinite space of
expression where wishes are granted and people can be gods, have control, and escape from the
complexity and frustrations of the real world. Brown (2010) concurs, stating the Internet allows
for much freedom of expression but also is still a site where power struggles can occur to control
society. Furthermore, Robins (1996) argues that it is a mistake and even dangerous to just focus
on the creative illusion aspect of cyberspace:
Potential space is a transitional space. It is in this intermediate space, through the
interaction of both internal and external realities, that moral sense is evolved. Transitional
experience involves the differentiation of internal and external worlds – it is on this basis
that aesthetic transgression becomes possible (p. 145).
Of course, all of these authors are talking about the potentials of cyberspace and virtual realities
and how they offer new avenues for creative expression and constructing new realities and
identities. However, more tangible motifs in cyberpunk, such as the cyborg, also extend new
ideas of identity and reality. Haraway claims a cyborg is not just a human/machine hybrid but in
fact a “creature of social reality,” which Tomas believes means that cyborgs could be a source
for a new ontology and new politics (Haraway, 1991, p. 149; Tomas, 1996). In other words,
cyberspace and virtual reality offer glimpses of a new world. While cyberpunk works involving
cyberspace and virtual reality offer a new world, the “new world” in the Japanese New Flesh
Cinema features I examine in my case studies is different from the non-tangible worlds of
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cyberspace and virtual reality. The new world alluded to in the films examined here require a
New Flesh, a flesh that needs to develop in order to survive and thrive in the new world.

Contaminated Nations, Splattered Traumas

“The goal of my movies is to show the unshowable, to speak the unspeakable.” – David Cronenberg

While cyberpunk, a subgenre of science fiction, is a close cousin to New Flesh Cinema, a
“new flesh” is literally and metaphorically a key element in the horror subgenre, body horror.
The core of body horror films concerns notions of identity and how societal trauma can threaten
these notions. Body horror alone exemplifies the relationship between cinema and social
transformation. New Flesh Cinema’s focus on technology as a site of social trauma distinguishes
it from the rest of body horror. Cyberpunk comments on social transformation through advanced
technology juxtaposed against moral decadence, while body horror comments on social
transformation through horrifying images of the body being refigured. While both subgenres
exemplify the relationship between media and social transformations, New Flesh Cinema goes
further by intervening between media, particularly the medium of cinema, and social
transformation as a form of catharsis for audience members.
The visceral and disturbing images that define the subgenre of body horror harkens back
to theories on representation of the abject body within horror cinema. In his book Shocking
Representation: Historical Trauma, National Cinema, and the Modern Horror Film, Adam
Lowenstein (2005) examines scary movies in modern societies across the globe, relating
cinematic horror to social trauma while also tackling what the limitations are, if any, when
representing trauma. Furthermore, the author examines how the movies discussed are allegorical
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moments of historical and national traumas the respective nations faced and how the movies
made during that time of social struggle challenged ideas of nationalism and national identity.
Lowenstein describes allegorical moments as “a shocking collision of film, spectator, and history
where registers of bodily space and historical time are disrupted, confronted, and intertwined”
(pp. 2-3). Utilizing the insights of Sigmund Freud, Lowenstein helps readers understand how
traumatic loss affects people. He claims that when people face a traumatic loss, they experience
an “unhealthy state of melancholia, the ego refuses to let go of the lost object and instead acts out
of the loss compulsively, repeating (rather than remembering) the trauma by turning inward and
enacting the loss as self-torment” (Lowenstein, 2005, pp. 3-4).
Lowenstein conducts case studies of modern horror movies of different countries and
explains how their respective representations of horror reflect societal traumas occurring during
the time of the film’s production. Two of his case studies explore how societal trauma and
national identity can manifest itself in forms of body horror and extreme violence and abjection
of the body. First, Lowenstein (2005) examines the body horror films of Canadian director David
Cronenberg, citing his works as the “confrontational essence of the allegorical moment” because
his films feature shocking images that blur the distinction between horror films and spectatorship
as well as physical and psychological trauma (p. 145). For Cronenberg films, Lowenstein
concludes trauma is dramatized traditionally by portraying a shocking rupture between the
private self and the public community while national identity is traditionally narrated “as
offering citizens the promise of connecting their private selves with a collective, invulnerable
national body as well as an eternal, immemorial national time” (p. 146). Body horror films
communicate our understanding that the traumatized body is not something that needs to be
reintegrated back into a “healthy social public,” rather Cronenberg states ideas of the self and
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nation are unnatural myths. In fact, “the trauma unmasks the alienation, exclusion, and violence
that were always part of the everyday exchanges” between the private and public self while
questioning conventional ideas and conceptions of identity and the national self (p. 147). By
muddying the distinction between private and public, health and disease, body horror attempts to
bridge the gap between mind and body. In other words, the representation of disease,
contamination, or infection in Cronenberg’s body horror is not the enemy of identity but the
source of identity (Lowenstein, 2005).
As another example, when focusing on modern horror movies from the United States,
Lowenstein argues that the violence in Wes Craven’s 1972 exploitation film Last House on the
Left blurs the distinction between the counterculture and the bourgeois family that was being
challenged during the Vietnam War. Craven’s goal for one of his most notorious movies was to
go “too far” in showing violence and abjection towards the body as an effort to shock people into
recognizing “their own private complicity in the violence they have projected onto a monstrous
public other” (Lowenstein, 2005, p. 123). While this approach is critical in nature, my argument
is actually the opposite. Rather than using the medium of film to critique society through
shocking representation, the filmmakers I will examine use film to shock people into accepting a
certain reality which will be further explained throughout the case studies in the later chapters.
Not surprisingly, Japan is no stranger to horror cinema, being one of the largest
contributors to the genre with renowned works ranging from Godzilla (Ishiro Honda, 1954) to
The Ring (Ringu, Hideo Nakata, 1998). However, the lesser known but equally important
subgenre of body horror holds its own critical merits and philosophical inquiries that are on par
with the rest of Japanese horror cinema. McRoy (2008) explains, “As a substantial product of
Japanese popular culture, horror films provide one of the more valuable and flexible avenues
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through which artists can apply visual and narrative metaphors to engage a changing cultural
terrain” (p. 23). McRoy’s reading of Barbara Creed’s essay, “Horror and the Carnivalesque”
(1995) highlights her idea of the transforming body as a central element to the horror genre. This
notion warrants an in-depth examination of Japanese body horror films and how they view the
body in a culturally changing environment. Historically, much critical attention has been given to
movies more in the “torture porn” or snuff-like category. This includes such films as the highly
controversial Guinea Pig series, consisting of five films made between 1985 and 1989 that
notoriously featured graphic scenes of torture so real that the series and their directors were
investigated by both the FBI and Japanese authorities. Another example would be the pinku eiga
(pink films) which include the erotic torture/sexploitation films of Hisayasu Sato such as Horse
and Woman and Dog (Uma to Onna to Inu,1990) and Splatter: Naked Blood (Megyaku: Naked
Blood,1996). Though these movies are not without their critical merit when it comes to
challenging what can be shown in film and the dynamic between film and spectatorship, my
focus will be on films that do not feature characters committing violence on each other. The
films I examine center around characters undergoing a supernatural physical and psychological
transformation brought on by ambiguous sources, focusing less on the transformation and more
on the characters adapting to said transformations.
Similar to the works of Cronenberg, Japanese body horror uses the body as a
metaphorical construct of Japanese society with the consolidated and fragmented body as an
allegorical motif (McRoy, 2008). It is common in Japan for images of the body and the integrity
of its “boundaries” to be used as part of an allegorical framework which “frequently provides a
vital component for imagining modern and contemporary notions of Japanese-ness” (McRoy,
2008, p. 19). In contemporary Japan there is a constant tension between a plea to return to origins
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and a more traditional society that has been lost through modernization that also calls for a
homogenous environment in a heterogenous one. Because of this understanding of nationalism,
any cross-cultural influence of syncretism is seen as a form of contamination. Therefore, the
representation behind the malleability of the body represents the disruption of notions of identity
(personal, social, cultural) as fixed or natural, disrupting the foundation of order that governs and
creates laws, rationality, logic, and truth. As a form of radical otherness, the body in Japanese
body horror is transformed in a way that exposes while it explodes “the social codes that inform
its socially prescribed shape and meaning” (McRoy, 2008, p. 56). The imagination of the
“human body as an unstable nexus of often contradictory social codes informed by the cultural
logics of contemporary Japan” offers an alternative view of the world without social codes and
logics; therefore, body horror consists of depictions of the body defamiliarized “as an indiscrete,
transformative, and immanent space that reveals the potential for imagining new economies of
identity” (McRoy, 2008, p. 49-50).
What is unique about body horror cinema in Japan, compared to the United States or
Canada, is the persistent conflation of the abjection, transformation, and mutilation of the body
with technology, scrap metal, and other industrial materials. Steven Shaviro’s 1993 book The
Cinematic Body constitutes the body as a site for biological and communication technologies,
political conflict, and limit point where ideological oppositions collapse. In addition to the body
manipulation, the mind manipulation the characters go through (as well as the audience) is a
common narrative pattern in films to show the “promises and pitfalls of an ever-emerging
cyberculture” (McRoy, 2008, p. 53). Ian Conrich (2005) believes these body horror cyberpunk
films reflect cultural changes and share interests in “social disorder, family dysfunction and
economic and political instability” (p. 95). Since “products of industry and technology are in
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abundance,” they become a common theme among fantasies of growth and strength in a “mechtransformation and incorporation” (Conrich, 2005, p. 100). In the mechanical age, machines
were made to assist, serve, and produce for people; in post-industrial landscapes, “advanced
technology overtakes much of heavy industry and unites the operator and the product” (Conrich,
2005, p. 101). However, as supported by both McRoy and Conrich, the contamination and
mutilation the characters go through frees them and makes them more alive than any other
character. However, these transformations of “going beyond the ordinary human or enhancing
the normal body” are accompanied by immense pain (Conrich, 2005, p. 103; McRoy, 2008). The
radical transformation of the human body, moving from human to inhuman, the intersection
between pushing the boundaries of science and technology with the boundaries of the body is
where we find a unique contribution to Japanese cinema, the cinema of the New Flesh.

Case Study Outline

“It should, perhaps, come as no surprise to us that, in an increasingly hyper-aestheticized everyday life,
…it is through various fictions that we endeavor to come to know ourselves.” – Featherstone & Burrows,
1996 p. 13

In the following study, I examine five Japanese films produced within the late 1980s to
mid 1990s that share similar styles and themes that constitute New Flesh Cinema. These movies
not only support but inspire my argument of the re-imagining of technology’s prevalence as a
transitional process through the use of literal and visceral illustrations of the necessary alterations
people will have to face in order to transition properly into the new world. In various ways, these
films have a call to adapt to a technologically revolutionizing society by offering different
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visualizations of a “New Flesh” that needs to be assumed in order to survive. While these films
counter apocalyptic ideas of a technologically advancing society, these calls to adapt are met
with gruesome and brutal depictions of transformations. These graphic images mean that,
although it is necessary, a transformation can still be a tormenting and arduous process with the
possibility of some not succeeding in this necessity while others will achieve it and even grow
stronger. This paper contributes to larger conversations regarding cinema as more than a form of
entertainment and escapism, but rather as a productive and cathartic medium that has potential to
influence viewers and contribute to societal change.
The first chapter examines Katsuhiro Otomo’s 1988 animated blockbuster, Akira. Based
on his six-volume manga series, Akira depicts 2019’s Tokyo, now Neo-Tokyo, as a destitute and
seedy metropolis. After an explosion occurred in Tokyo that initiated World War III, Neo-Tokyo
is now inhabited by rampant gangs, volatile resistance groups, fanatic religious organizations,
corrupt government officials, and a ubiquitous military. In an effort to move past the post-war
Japan readings of this film that pervade the bulk of the literature as well as the recurrent
interpretations of cyberpunk depicting a society in a state of disarray from technological
innovations, I argue, through a critical examination of the film’s style, content, and themes, that
Akira poses a technological age as necessary, beneficial, and inevitable.
Chapter two looks at cult-film director Shinya Tsukamoto’s 1989 underground film,
Tetsuo: The Iron Man. This 67-minute feature not only brought Japan’s independent cinema to
the international spotlight but also is the product and benefactor of much inspiration from similar
films. Set in the present day, this gritty cyberpunk body horror movie focuses on an unnamed
salaryman that inexplicably becomes infected when he encounters a peculiar character known as
the “metal fetishist.” Through expressionistic lighting and stop motion animation, this
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experimental film focuses on the transformation the salaryman undergoes as scrap metal, tubes,
and wires begin to protrude from his flesh. Concluded by a climactic battle between the
salaryman humanoid and the metal fetishist, Tetsuo: The Iron Man offers a New Flesh that is
suited to survive in a post-industrial landscape, or a new world.
Chapter 3 focuses on three films: Shigeru Izumiya’s 1986 film Death Powder and Shozin
Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio (1991) as well as his 1996 feature Rubber’s Lover. These obscure films,
combined, perfectly embody the gritty, experimental, guerilla-style that encapsulate Japan’s
body horror-cyberpunk movement. Considered the first cyberpunk body horror film of Japan,
Death Powder crystallized the conventions of this movement (Player, 2011). Izumiya’s film
features three clandestine scientists who hide a cyborg. What follows is a stream of
hallucinations and body mutations that call for necessary and inevitable transformations for the
world to consequently follow. 964 Pinocchio features a humanoid cyborg who begins a rampage
through the streets of Tokyo after he gains full consciousness and memory of his former owners’
mistreatment towards him. This guerilla-style feature expresses the limitations in our
understanding of the capabilities of technology and how those who are technologically evolved
have full consciousness between mind and body and are capable of dominating those who do not.
Finally, Rubber’s Lover depicts a group of nefarious scientists who attempt one final experiment
for mind and body to reach full consciousness and capacity. What ensues is an orgy of bodies
exploding, flesh tearing, and mind boundaries breaking down. Death Powder, 964 Pinocchio,
and Rubber’s Lover illustrate that breakthroughs in understanding technology and its conflation
with reaching mind-body consciousness come with consequences beyond our control or
imagination.
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These case studies will shed some well-deserved light on overlooked cinematic gems and
their contribution to New Flesh Cinema. However, I hope to do much more by turning attention
to the social significance of New Flesh Cinema, and cinema in general. While film is, indeed, a
form of entertainment, it also has the potential to inspire and enlighten its viewers. Turning a
critical eye towards New Flesh Cinema, and horror films more generally, highlights this oftendismissed genre as a powerful mediator of societal traumas, anxieties, and fears. In an
increasingly technological world, it is important to note the various aspects of society that are
altered by these advancements as they are a site of collective and individual struggle. As a
medium that emerged and even prospers from technological innovations, cinema, particularly
New Flesh Cinema, finds itself at a unique crossroads. A genuine representation of the medium
as the message, New Flesh Cinema relies heavily on advancing technologies while
simultaneously providing social commentary on the irrevocable and unavoidable alterations
produced by these technologies. A critical examination of New Flesh Cinema will reveal its
potential as a point of catharsis for a society enduring deep and lasting change rather than mere
entertainment and escapism. As media content proliferates exponentially, I believe it is essential
not to overlook the importance of cinema in the process of social change, even films that
potentially repulse and repel us like the cinema of the New Flesh.
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Chapter 1
Enlightenment of the New Flesh
After his arm is obliterated by an orbital weapon, a boy uses telekinesis to form a new
appendage of metal scraps, tubes, and wires. He is shot by a laser rifle and collapses to the
ground. Before he can be shot again, his metallic arm thrusts itself to the ground and bursts open
as thick, taffy-like globs of a purple, pink, and orange substance begin to rapidly flow out of the
appendage. A morbid and somber score of deep chanting and drumming begins to play. Mixed
with metal tubes and wires, the gushing substance slowly rises beneath the surface of the boy’s
body until the skin tears apart and the giant, bubbling mass begins to ooze out and expand. As
the score of drumming and chanting grow in intensity, red and green wires creep along his
wailing face, multiple arms and limbs of the seepage-boy begin to reach out, groping and
clawing for help. The arms clutch a horrified, young girl who is pulled into the mass and slowly
consumed by it. Drowning out her screams, the mass slowly compresses her until she is crushed
into a pool of blood. A grotesque face of agony from the heap cries out that he can feel her pain,
but he can no longer control his body.
The above scene from Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira (1988) is one of the most memorable,
horrifying, and revolting scenes in the film or in Japanese cinematic history in general. Akira is a
landmark film in Japan as a movie that achieved several feats including turning global audiences’
attention towards Japanese animated movies as well as Japanese cyberpunk. Consequently, Akira
has been the center of much discussion and critical examination, usually confining Otomo’s film
to postwar and technophobic readings. Akira, however, contributes to what I am calling New
Flesh Cinema by presenting advancements in technology as necessary, beneficial, and inevitable.
Akira uses score, setting, characters, and a thought-provoking narrative to comment on
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technological innovations and the transitional period that comes with these achievements. As a
studio produced, critically acclaimed, blockbuster success, Akira demonstrates that New Flesh
Cinema is not simply a marginalized, underground movement, but part of Japanese mainstream
cinema.
From fan theories to scholarly essays, Akira has been the center of much discussion and
exploration. This story is set in a gritty Tokyo still in reconstruction after being destroyed by an
atomic-like explosion that initiated World War III. Because of this post-apocalyptic setting,
scholars and fans read Otomo’s film as a commentary on the struggles of post-war Japan and the
struggles of adjusting to the rapid advancement of technology as the nation rebuilds itself.
However, in an effort to move past the post-war readings of Japanese cinema that pervade the
bulk of the literature as well as the recurrent readings of cyberpunk depicting a society in a state
of disarray from technological innovations, I argue Akira re-imagines the rise of a technological
age and its effects on society as an environmental alteration that involves a transitional period.
With literal and shocking illustrations of the necessary modifications people will have to face in
order to transition properly into the impending new world, Akira provides a vision of a “new
flesh” as a counterpoint to fears and anxieties towards technological advancement. By critically
examining the film’s style, content and themes, I argue Akira does not convey a technophobic
society, rather positions technological developments as necessary, beneficial, and inevitable.

Bubbles, Bosozokus, and Burst City

As stated in the opening chapter, during the 1970s and 1980s, Japanese studios were
suffering due to several emerging challenges from the banning of vertical integration, the
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popularity of television, and the growing population of independent studios. Despite this, the
1970s and 1980s were also one of the most prosperous times for Japanese society. Known as the
“bubble economy,” beginning in the 1970s and lasting until the bubble burst in 1990, Japan
managed to achieve vast economic prosperity as well as lead the world in technological
development and manufacturing.
During the energy crisis of the 1970s, Japan’s assembly-line robots in automobile
factories potentially eliminated human error and efficiently produced cars by the thousands,
taking the lead in the world of automobile manufacturing (Colombo, 2012). Following
automobiles, Japan quickly began to dominate the production of electronics as well as taking
over the video game industry, ultimately engineering the majority of the world’s consumer
electronic products, eventually ordained as “King of the Global Electronics” (Colombo, 2012).
Japan continued to exert its dominance in the technological industry through the Expo’70 held in
Osaka in 1970 where Japan, among other countries, showcased their newest technological
innovations (Osaki, 2012). Japan’s thriving economy led to a time, approximately between the
years of 1985-1990, of economic prosperity, extravagance, and luxury (Johnston, 2009). The
height of Japan’s economic opulence is described as one elaborate party with rising standards of
living that contributed to a transition from Japanese traditions of simplicity to hedonistic
materialism and people becoming overworked but highly compensated salarymen (Colombo,
2012; Johnston, 2009).
Along with this prosperity, came an equal amount of rebellion, especially from the
younger generations who either felt disadvantaged by the system or were wanting a life that did
not require them to don a suit. One way this rebellion manifested itself was in the form of
bosozoku (or “speed tribes”) which were biker gangs using illegally modified bikes to rampage
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through city streets and fight against rival gangs (“The Wild Wild World of Japanese Rebel
Biker Culture,” 2015). These groups of rebellious youth marked a disenchantment with Japanese
traditions as well as the new, more divisive and privileged culture emerging from Japan’s
economic prosperity. Believing these powerful conglomerates to be corrupt, Japanese youth
began to revolt against authority, which proved valid once the bubble burst in 1990, revealing
several deals made between senior executives and the yakuza (organized crime syndicates)
(Johnston, 2012).
During this time (specifically the late 1970s), possibly with the intent to appease, cater to,
exploit, or sympathize with these rebellious youths, magazine companies began to offer texts for
a younger generation (Osaki, 2012). This shift in focus helped launch manga writer and soon-tobe filmmaker Katsuhiro Otomo’s career. It was the rebellious youth of the 70s, the biker gangs,
and the gangsters that interested and invigorated Otomo. And that included the rebellious
filmmakers of the New Hollywood. Some of Otomo’s favorite movies are Bonnie and Clyde
(Penn, 1967), Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (Hill, 1969), and Easy Rider (Hopper, 1969)
which he describes as movies about rebelling and leaving home due to the disillusionment of
everyday life ([Akira 2019]a, 2009). According to Otomo, during the conception of Akira he was
not trying to make a character or hero piece rather a visual piece ([Akira 2019]a, 2009). Because
of his fascination with a new, rebellious, youth culture, and his goal to make characters relatable
to this group as opposed to archetypal characters to whom people are supposed to aspire, Otomo
was not only able to reach a younger audience but also acted as a potential life raft for youth
magazines as well as production studios.
Printed by publisher Kodansha’s Weekly Young Magazine, a manga anthology magazine,
Otomo’s Akira, a six-volume manga version, was serialized, featuring rebellious youth as the
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main characters. Otomo’s series began to gain a growing fan base which caught the eye of
struggling studios that were trying to appeal to younger as well as international audiences ([Akira
2019]a, 2009; Hoad, 2013; Schley, 2019). Instead of crafting a story with a moral, upright
character for the audience to admire, Otomo aspired to make a feature for audiences to
experience not as a spectator but as a participant. Otomo’s fixation with a rebelling youth
culture, combined with the simultaneous emergence of a punk music movement, created the
perfect blend that gave Akira its unique flavor and allowed it to connect with an emerging youth
culture.
Another way youth rebellion expressed itself was in the Tokyo underground music
movement. Like film studios, Tokyo’s underground music movement was experimenting with
various, foreign styles. These underground movements of the 1970s and 1980s offered a diverse
array of rock, punk, hip-hop, and hardcore that were subversive against socio-political norms
such as lavish urban life and the advancing capitalist system. In this alternative, underground
music movement, musicians also began to create experimental films that reflected their music
and its messages. Player (2011) argues the films of musician Sogo Ishii, such as Crazy Thunder
Road (1980), which features a group of rebellious biker members, and Burst City (Bakuretsu
Toshi Basuto Shiti, 1982), which revolves around a gang of rebellious youths, shaped Japanese
cyberpunk conventions as well as influenced Akira directly. Moreover, Ishii’s 1981 film Shuffle
is an adaptation of one of Otomo’s early comic strips. Although Ishii’s films are purely punk
with no science-fiction influence, his style of using punk musicians as actors accompanied by
heavy-metal, electric sounds, dealing with themes of alienation and anxiety, proved to be major
influences on future cyberpunk films of Japan. Most notable is musician and director Shigeru
Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986), which is considered the first cyberpunk film of Japan that
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crystallized the conventions and ideas of this subgenre through its visuals and unconventional
musical style (this film is closely examined in Chapter 3). The conflation of burgeoning
independent cinema, underground punk music, and new spaces for freedom of expression
became the host from which Japanese New Flesh Cinema grew.

Behind the Curtain: The Conception and Production of Akira

Based off his 1982 six-volume manga series, Otomo’s 1988 animated science-fiction film
Akira is often described as a cinematic phenomenon due to Otomo’s ample creative freedom, the
unusual nature of its production, and its wide release and critical reception (Hoad, 2013; Schley,
2019). As the most expensive animation project of its time, the production of Akira was armed
with numerous advantages that would later change the overall production of animation films in
Japan (Player, 2011; Schley, 2019). With no single production studio able to finance or provide
enough workers for a project of this magnitude, the creation of Akira required multiple studios,
distributers, and publishers known as the Akira Committee (Schley, 2019). This type of setup
would eventually become the standard in Japan for producing animated features (Schley, 2019).
Additionally, with a massive production staff, Akira was able to make great strides in its visual
style by incorporating computer graphics with hand-drawn animation as well as creating fortyeight hand-drawn frames per second of its two-hour running time instead of the standard twentyfour frames per second ([Akira 2019]a, 2009; Schley, 2019). Furthermore, because of the
massive staff and crew and the increased number of drawn images, more time was dedicated to
syncing the dialogue meticulously with the numerous images which was another stride Akira
achieved that inspired future animated movies (Schley, 2019).
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Upon its release, Akira was received positively by domestic markets and eventually made
its way to the West by 1989-1991. Otomo’s film proved to be a milestone for both Japanese
animation and Japanese cyberpunk as the first film to both place Japanese cyberpunk in the
international spotlight and to jump start appreciation for Japanese animation in the West,
launching the careers of future anime directors Satoshi Kon, Takashi Nakamura, and Hiroyuki
Okiura who worked under Otomo as part of the Akira Committee (Player, 2011; Schley, 2019).
Showing Western audience members that animated movies could still embody complicated,
cerebral themes through striking visuals and even disturbing, horrifying content, Akira is also
responsible for drawing Western attention towards Japanese horror cinema (Hoad, 2013).
Following its release and distribution in the West, Akira was dubbed multiple times in
English, German, French, Spanish, and Italian and subtitled in numerous other languages
(Schley, 2019). While some Western reviews criticized its content, confusing and
unconventional narrative (confusing and unconventional at least by Western standards), Akira is
often cited as a favorite among filmmakers such as Jordon Peele and the Duffer Brothers, while
scenes have been either used or parodied in music videos such as Michael and Janet Jackson’s
“Scream” and Kanye West’s “Stronger” (Chu, 2018; Schley, 2019). The accomplishments
achieved by Akira in its production, distribution, and reception, shows its significance as a
cinematic masterpiece; however, looking into the culture of the time of Akira’s conception and
the nature of its production contribute to a better understanding of the film’s significance.
Some of Akira’s success overseas can be attributed to its strong resemblance to Ridley
Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner ([Akira 2019]a, 2009; Brown, 2010; Player, 2011; Schley,
2019). That inspiration appears mutual between Japanese and Western cyberpunk. As Denis
Taillandier (2018) argues: “Anglo-American pioneers of the genre… have extensively used high-
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tech, hyper-consumerist Japan as a motif or a setting for their works, so that Japan became in the
mid 1980s the very exemplification of the future” (p. 1). This is undoubtedly because of the
lavish spending and advancing technological inventions during the bubble economy period,
causing the subjects of robotics, cybernetics, artificial intelligence, and the pervasiveness of
technology to be associated with Japaneseness. Commonly regarded as the first cyberpunk novel,
William Gibson’s 1984 work Neuromancer “ignited cyberpunk fever in Japan” and,
consequently, is seen to be an overarching inspiration for all cyberpunk works, including Akira
(de la Iglesia, 2018; Tatsumi, 2006, pp. 151-152).
With the prevalence of science fiction movies in America as in Japan, there was a global
interest and skepticism of technology which lead to the themes explored in cyberpunk films.
These themes include alienation and the effects of the relationship between high technology and
low life or, in Japan’s case, low technology on low life (de la Igelsia, 2018; Player, 2011). The
shared interest and fear towards technology between the West and Japan, helped cement Akira as
a significant work in its home country and abroad. The conflation of rebellious punk youth
cultures with the anxiety and skepticism of advancing technology is the foundation of Akira’s
themes and motifs that make the film an innovative work that has greatly contributed to the
cyberpunk subgenre as a whole and, as I will argue, to the idea of a New Flesh Cinema.

The Future Equals Origin

The opening scene of Akira shows a birds-eye-view of Tokyo in 1988 where a massive,
orb-like explosion demolishes the city. Thirty-one years later in 2019, Tokyo, now Neo-Tokyo,
is rebuilt but overrun by corruption, anti-government protests, terrorism, and gang violence.
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During a biker gang war, gang member Tetsuo almost runs over a mutant child before his bike
explodes, and he is knocked unconscious. Fellow gang members, including leader and friend of
Tetsuo, Kaneda, come to his rescue but are interceded by a military crew who take Tetsuo.
Kaneda and the other gang members are arrested, while a group of scientists led by military
leader Colonel Shikishima experiment on and study Tetsuo.
Eventually, Tetsuo escapes the hospital where he is being held and reconnects with his
friends but undergoes terrifying hallucinations and inexplicable pain in his head. He is quickly
recovered by the scientists and taken back to the hospital. Meanwhile, Kaneda befriends a
resistance group who agree to help rescue Tetsuo from the hospital. During Tetsuo’s time in
captivity, he experiences more hallucinations which he discovers are being induced by three
children with extrasensory perception referred to as espers (one of whom was the mutant child he
almost ran over in the streets). Tetsuo also gains supernatural abilities such as telekinesis,
visions, and levitation. He finally encounters the three espers who tell him of Akira, who was
revealed to be responsible for the explosion that destroyed Tokyo, is like them but has stronger
abilities that closely match Tetsuo.
Now empowered by his special abilities and determined to find Akira to challenge him,
Tetsuo rampages through the streets of Neo-Tokyo, destroying military forces that try to stop
him while religious fanatics, rebels, and citizens follow him, believing him to be “Akira the
Enlightened One.” Through his connection with the espers, Tetsuo discovers where Akira resides
which is underground, below the surface of the Neo-Tokyo Olympic Stadium. Once Tetsuo
brings the igloo-like cell that holds Akira to the surface through his telekinetic abilities, he
discovers all that remains of Akira are his various organs that have been extracted, studied, and
cryogenically frozen in individual capsules. Kaneda arrives on the scene and tries to subdue
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Tetsuo with a laser rifle which is only able to penetrate his arm with a minor wound. Colonel
Shikishima, however, attempts to use an orbital weapon to destroy Tetsuo which successfully
obliterates his wounded arm, but he nevertheless destroys the weapon before using scrap metal to
construct another arm for himself.
In the stadium, Tetsuo lines up the remains of Akira before experiencing immense pain
from his new, metallic appendage that starts to spread throughout his body with its metal
extensions coursing through his skin. Kaneda, Colonel Shikishima, and the espers come to the
stadium but are not able to help or kill Tetsuo who quickly grows into a grotesque, bubbling
mass that begins to consume all matter including Kaneda. In an effort to save Kaneda and the
rest of the world, the espers, kneeling at his remains, awaken Akira who creates another orb that
envelopes the Tetsuo mass and proceeds to destroy its surroundings as it grows. The espers join
together to enter the ethereal realm of the orb and save Kaneda. Within the orb, the espers bring
Kaneda back to Earth before transcending along with Akira and Tetsuo. The film ends with a big
bang-like sequence where Tetsuo introduces himself in another, unspecified level of existence.

Technology as Necessary

Thirty-one years after the explosion in Tokyo that lead to World War III, Otomo paints a
very different picture of the metropolis after it has rebuilt itself. Rather than a depiction of
Japan’s resilience after the bombings of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, Tokyo, now Neo-Tokyo, is
portrayed as a body infested with social turmoil and disconnection. Using both music and
narrative world-building, Otomo presents Neo-Tokyo as a city in transition, letting go of the past
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and embracing the future. And while advancing technology is portrayed as primal and volatile,
the film also suggests technological innovations are necessary to the changing world.
A short documentary by Takaaki Maruyama chronicles the production and recording
process of Akira’s musical score where music director of the Geinoh Yamashirogumi musical
group Shoji Yamashiro combines elements of both rock music and traditional music from
various parts of Asia. An interview with director Otomo reveals how the music for Akira used
typical rock elements with additional metallic sound effects plus traditional Japanese Noh music
and Indonesian music ([Akira 2019]a, 2009; [Akira 2019]b, 2009). The main references of the
film’s score was from the Geinoh Yamashirogumi’s album The Future Equals Origin, the title
alone illustrates a central theme of the music and the film (Maruyama, 1988).
Akira’s music underscores the New Flesh ideals central to the film through the synthesis
of tradition with technology. Blending sounds from traditional instruments and electronic ones,
Akira’s musical score embodies the period of a traditional society transitioning to a
technologically advancing one. For a futuristic sound, the gamelan scales (a Balinese percussion
ensemble) were overlapped with a synthesizer which required the advanced technology of micro
tuning which allowed the synthesizer to match a scale unique to Bali. This was a first in music
history. Furthermore, the music was written before the production of the movie which required
more sophisticated technology to successfully synch the score with the film called the sound
module method. Finally, during the recording of the score for Akira, for one particular musical
piece that consisted of taiko (Japanese drums) specific to the deer dance of the Isashi region of
the Kagoshima prefecture, the musicians dressed in the traditional clothing for this particular
piece (Maruyama, 1988). This traditional piece plays during Tetsuo’s major metamorphosis
scene where he is ultimately consumed and transformed into an oozing blob. Not only does this
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pairing make for an eerie and sinister feeling, but also symbolizes the transition from tradition
into a new, albeit intense, posthuman existence.

Figure 1: Tetsuo transforming to a consuming mass (Otomo, 1988).

In one particularly memorable scene, the audience is introduced to Tetsuo and Kaneda as
they cruise through the streets of Neo-Tokyo with fellow bosozoku (biker) gang members,
causing mayhem and destruction in the grimy streets and battling against a rival gang. In this
sequence, the audience not only gets a tour of Neo-Tokyo’s beautiful yet destitute cityscape, but
the audience also gets an introduction of the eccentric, often unsettling score that accompanies
the rest of the film. This unique blend of sounds is both unusual and intriguing, reflecting the
contemporary state of confusion and transition in Neo-Tokyo. We can literally hear the city
moving from a traditional society to a technologically advancing one in Akira’s score. Exotic,
percussion rhythms from the jiegogu (Balinese percussion ensemble from bamboo) that begin the
composition are soon met with metallic strikes of the gamelan followed by chanting that grow in
intensity to a climatic crash. This conflation of chanting and drumming with metallic percussion
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juxtaposed against a futuristic setting conveys the traditional and spiritual aspects of culture
fading into the background as people progress in society where there is growing room for new
social structures.
Just as Otomo’s use of music illustrates the inevitability of technological advancement
and its societal transformations, his use of narrative world-building paints a powerful picture of a
society in decline and in need of a technological future. The environment Otomo establishes
shows how the societal structure that used to be the foundation for Tokyo’s society are
crumbling in the film’s vision of 2019. Within the first twenty minutes of the film’s two-hour
running time, the audience witnesses certain societal structures that once governed the nation
slowly deteriorate, becoming ineffective and obsolete. This deterioration suggests the current
organizations, politics, family systems, and other social structures modern, real-world Tokyo
relies on will eventually fail. Tetsuo’s transformation represents the necessary changes that
people will have to face in order to survive in a shifting environment. Otomo offers a depiction
of Tokyo with ineffectual governing systems to reflect the real world and argue that traditional,
societal structures are changing and even disappearing in a technological age, posing technology
as a necessary part of society.
For instance, the political state of Neo-Tokyo in Akira is in complete disarray. We see
meetings of belligerent government officials and military leaders who condescend and distrust
one another. Some prove to be corrupt and self-serving, while others, particularly Colonel
Shikishima, take part in secret scientific experiments to the point of staging a coup d’état against
the government. Ubiquitous military forces roam the streets, throwing smoke grenades, beating,
and arresting protesters and resistance groups who are just as ever-present.

46

The same chaotic anarchy is in Otomo’s illustration of youth biker gangs which harbor
the film’s central characters and some the most iconic aspects of this film. Leader of the
Capsules gang, Kaneda, with childhood friend, Tetsuo, and his other members are depicted as
teenage delinquents who recklessly ride through the streets of Neo-Tokyo late at night, battling
against rival bosozoku gangs, most notably, the Clowns. Self-appointed titles like the Clowns
shows the lack of seriousness given to the self and the self’s actions while the Capsules represent
the drug abuse that pervades the current culture.
We see a similar flippancy and abuse in the education system of Neo-Tokyo. There is a
telling sequence where, as the high school principal watches indifferently, the youthful Capsule
members are mercilessly berated and beaten by their school coach as a warning to not be
expelled from their reform school. The school is dripping with graffiti, vandalism, and apathetic
students ignoring their ineffectual teachers. Other than teachers, there is a complete absence of
parents. As the story progresses, we learn both Kaneda and Tetsuo are orphans with an
implication that Tetsuo’s parents abandoned him when he was a child. Nonetheless, there is no
suggestion that other adolescent characters have any stable parental relationships or homelife.
Finally, it cannot go unnoticed that the climactic sequence of Tetsuo discovering Akira,
Kaneda’s battle with Tetsuo, and Tetsuo’s transformation all occur in and around Neo-Tokyo’s
Olympic stadium. This was no doubt a reference to Tokyo hosting the Olympics in 1964, which
was a great accomplishment considering the country was still in reconstruction. In Otomo’s
vision of the future, however, the Olympic stadium is not a monument of victory but a relic of
obsolete tradition. There is one lingering shot of a sign advertising the 30th Olympic Games
being held in Tokyo in 147 days with the statement “success through the power of the people”
covered in graffiti. Most notably, some of the graffiti demands: “Call it off.” This image is
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powerful in two ways. One, it shows that such past achievements no longer matter to Otomo’s
characters in his imagined 2019. They see the monument and its philosophy as a sham worth
debasing and mocking. And two, the sign reads that the Olympics will occur in Tokyo in 147
days, which could easily bleed into the year 2020, which, in reality, is when the Summer
Olympics would have been hosted in Tokyo were it not for the Covid-19 pandemic. There was
no way for Otomo to know this, of course, which makes this prescient detail all the more
compelling. It is a powerful illustration of science fiction as a reflection of reality as well as a
prophetic notion of where we may be heading.
All of these examples point to Otomo building a narrative world in decline, transitioning
from a decaying past to an uncertain future with technology as a shining beacon of hope. Perhaps
the clearest example of this is how the stadium itself is implicated throughout the film including
the climactic resolution to the story. The Olympic stadium of Neo-Tokyo is the site where
Japan’s Self-Defense Force chooses to store the products of their secret experiments, including
the remains of Akira. This is what, of course, leads Tetsuo to the stadium which is followed by
the most visceral scenes of Tetsuo’s transformation into a grotesque and consuming mass before
his body is transcended by the power inside him. During this process, parts of Neo-Tokyo are
consumed and consequently destroyed along with the Olympic stadium which is completely
decimated. All of Tokyo’s social structures have broken down in Neo-Tokyo and are reduced to
little more than a formality. The government is corrupt, the military is abusive, the education
system is useless, scientists are nefarious, people are outraged and feel abandoned which
explains why they look to something as powerful as Akira as a figure of enlightenment. The
societal structures and past achievements Japan so heavily relies on will certainly fail the people
and, consequently, cannot be the foundational support for their society. Therefore, although it is
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volatile and primal, Tetsuo represents the necessary steps of letting go of formal societal
structures and what people will have to undergo in order to form a new, functional society.

Technology as Beneficial

Otomo’s Akira argues that technology is a necessary part of society’s transition out of the
past, and though that transition can be painful, it is ultimately a “necessary good,” that the pain
itself can be cathartic and beneficial. Motifs of cyberspace, cyborgs, machines, and other
technological innovations are key to most works of science fiction and convey fears of
disconnection, alienation, and alterations to social relationships and humanity. But the
transformation Tetsuo faces in Akira, while it may be a ferocious and agonizing process, also
brings life-altering benefits. The film suggests the transition into a technological environment
may be arduous, but can also confer specific, extraordinary abilities.
Several characters are products of torturous technological interventions which allow them
to have extraordinary abilities and deeper, supernatural bonds with one another. For instance, the
powers held by the three esper children, Takashi, Kiyoko, and Masaru, elevate them above
humans. They have abilities that allow them to move objects with their minds, implant images in
others’ minds, see visions of the future, and even take over other people’s consciousness and
bodies. With that, the esper children, additionally, have a strange yet deeper connection with one
another as well as Tetsuo once his powers are awakened. They are able to have a connection to
Tetsuo beyond anything human, either by speaking into his mind or by visiting him through
images and supernatural abilities. Takashi, Kiyoko, and Masaru also have an uncanny connection
to one another, sensing when one another is suffering, lost, or in danger.
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These supernatural connections, brought on by technological intervention, provide
critical strategies for overcoming adversity as the world of Akira continues to unravel. There are
numerous instances where the espers, particularly Kiyoko, are able to inhabit a person’s
consciousness, controlling their words, actions, and even teleporting them to other places.
Moreover, Kiyoko is able to have dreams where she sees visions of the future that prove
insightful for Colonel Shikishima who is their keeper and confidant. Finally, once the three
espers decide to join together to save Kaneda from being lost in the Akira-Tetsuo consuming
mass, they are able to share their consciousness with Tetsuo, providing glimpses of their past as
child test subjects for scientists. They are also able to show Tetsuo his own past as a bullied child
in an orphanage where he met and became friends with Kaneda. For Tetsuo, once he has his
interaction with Takashi that inexplicably awakens the energy and power within him, he
embodies, albeit painfully and unstably, paranormal abilities similar to the espers. Other than
telekinesis and premonitions, these abilities include flying, causing people to explode, being
virtually indestructible, traveling to space, and having the capability to rebuild himself,
particularly in a memorable scene where his arm is severed and he uses scrap metal and wires to
construct a new arm which later becomes the main catalyst to his final transformation.

Figure 2: Tetsuo uses his telekinetic powers to construct an arm from scrap metal (Otomo, 1988).
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Once these powers become known, that is, once the benefits of technological intervention
are recognized, they are no longer feared, but praised and even worshipped. Throughout the film,
objectors and religious fanatics are protesting and prophesizing in the streets of Neo-Tokyo.
Knowing of Akira and the massive destruction he caused, the people actually praise him for his
energy, pronouncing him as “Lord Akira the Enlightened.” The connection these various groups
of people make between power, energy, and enlightenment shows their progressive perception
that the potential of power and energy is beneficial and praise-worthy. Kiyoko, who we find out,
along with Takashi and Masaru, was a fellow child test subject with Akira, affirms Akira to be
“ultimate energy.” The people of Neo-Tokyo, as well as the espers, see the power, energy, and
mysticism of Akira as not only something to praise but something to admire and aspire to.

Figure 3: Protesters writing “Lord Akira the Enlightened” in the streets (Otomo, 1988).

Through the narrative use of espers, Tetsuo, and the Neo-Tokyo citizens, Akira suggests
posthuman advancements may indeed be accompanied by anguish and unpredictability, but they
also enable deeper relationships and can confer extraordinary abilities. The film also makes clear
the current world is hostile to the espers and Tetsuo and similarly “enlightened” individuals. The
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espers were children in 1988, but thirty-one years later, they remain in the form of children,
albeit frail and grey-skinned. Masaru is unable to walk, and Kiyoko is confined to a protective
Snow White-like container where she mostly resides. Tetsuo, also, is no longer fit for this world.
Once his powers are stimulated and begin to grow, he endures incredible agony as his body
transforms into a grotesque, uncontrollable form. Finally, his only hope is in another realm. A
new world for a New Flesh.

Figure 4: The espers’ deteriorating bodies (Otomo, 1988).

Technology as Inevitable

Otomo’s Akira presents technology as both necessary and beneficial, but also,
importantly, as inevitable. As such, adaptation is essential. An overarching yet subtle visual
illustrates Neo-Tokyo as a city plagued by pervasive, industrial features. The city is riddled with
massive pipes and tubes that run through the metropolis like veins of a massive body. Even the
igloo-like figure that contains the remains of Akira looks like a giant brain with wires and tubes
flowing out of it. There are also several breathtaking night shots of Neo-Tokyo with iridescent
neon lights flashing among thousands of skyscrapers to the point that the vibrant night gives the
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city an appearance of a colossal machine or computer system. As the environment itself is
adapting to the evolving innovations, it is useless to resist the inescapable transformation.

Figure 5: Neo-Tokyo intermingled with machinery (Otomo, 1988).

Similar to the previous section that discussed the beneficial changes from a
technologically advancing world, the inevitability of a New Flesh means pushing the boundaries
of the body and mind and seeing what they are capable of creating and withstanding. In addition
to affirming that Akira is ultimate energy, Kiyoko, one of the esper children, also states that
Akira’s power is in all of us and needs to be used wisely. While some viewers could argue
Tetsuo’s encounter with Takashi infected him which lead to a transformation, the film itself
strongly implies that Tetsuo was not infected, but that something inherent in him was simply
awakened. This suggests that, while technological progression is inevitable, it requires a painful
transition that some will not survive. Furthermore, soon after Tetsuo escapes from the science
facility where he was being held, he has a premonition of the ground opening up with machine
parts beneath the surface. In that moment, his internal organs plunge out of his body as he
collapses. Combined with Kiyoko’s dream of the city crumbling with many people dying and
few meeting Akira, the two visions show that the physical state is finite, and the future is
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machines and energy of the mind. This idea is further supported when Tetsuo uses scrap metal
and wires to build himself another arm. The mechanical extension proves to be a slippery slope,
as it is the first area to violently retaliate against Tetsuo’s human flesh, altering him into a new
flesh that is too powerful for this world.

Figure 6: The beginning of Tetsuo’s physical transformation (Otomo, 1988).

One clarifying example of this emphasis on technology as an inherent power that must be
used wisely can be found near the beginning of the film when, after being rendered unconscious
from his encounter with Takashi, Tetsuo is examined by the scientists as part of the military’s
secret project. A conversation between the head scientist, Dr. Onishi, and Colonel Shikishima
ensues:
Colonel Shikishima: “Maybe we weren’t meant to meddle with ultimate power.”
Dr. Onishi: “You mean, the power of a god?”
Colonel Shikishiam: “But we have no choice but to grasp that power. Grasp that power
and learn to control it.”
This interaction, albeit brief, shows not only the awesomeness of such power but also the vital
need to accept this power and not try to fight against it. Power, in this sense, is the awesome
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abilities of your mind and body gained by accepting the new world and the new flesh. While
Colonel Shikishima proves to understand the importance of accepting such a power, he
nonetheless fails to understand that it is impossible to control. Control, as Colonel Shikishima
will soon find out, is not an option. Adaptation is the only method to survive. As stated
previously, Tetsuo’s powers, although extraordinary, are inhibiting his ability to survive in the
current world. In order to maintain his power and survive, he needs a new flesh, but in order for
the new flesh to survive, he needs a new world. The film ends with Tetsuo leaving behind the old
world and his old flesh and joining Akira as a god or higher being enabling the exercise of his
marvelous abilities to their full capacity.
At first glance, Akira may appear to be a work of science fiction in the vein of Blade
Runner, a dystopian view of the future and the role of technology. However, rather than depict a
dystopic future desolated by technological innovations that have destroyed humanity, Akira
represents technology as primal and not fully realized which makes room for possibilities and
unlocked potential for the mind. Although met with some uncertainty and fear, technological
advancements are portrayed as necessary, beneficial, and inevitable, calling for people to adapt
or be lost.

Conclusion

What does it mean to be human? How has technology altered the fabric of society? Are
the changes imposed by technology good? These are all questions that cyberpunk attempts to
answer, usually through a dichotomy of people against machines where viewers are encouraged
to remain human amidst all of the technology. Akira answers these questions differently, posing
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technological advancements as necessary, beneficial, and inevitable with a call to adapt to a new
flesh that is compatible with a new world. Depicting technological innovations as more of a
positive realization, Akira defies technophobia and norms of negative depictions and
interpretations of technology. Rather than technology destroying the fabric of society, damaging
social relationships, and corrupting our humanity, Otomo’s film proposes an inevitable (if
difficult) transition period necessary to successfully adjust to a new society. Through the
character of Tetsuo, Akira offers a literal and visceral depiction of a new flesh that needs to be
assumed in order to fully embrace the new world humanity is entering.
Although it is meant as a positive and helpful procedure intended to guide us all, this
transformation depicted in Akira, as in other New Flesh Cinema films of Japan, is portrayed as a
painful process. That pain reflects our distrust and fear of ideas that challenge our preexisting
understanding. As Dinello (2005) states, the future is the result of our actions, and our actions
have led us to this moment where a transition is required, not as a consequence of selfish actions,
but as a solution to an evolving world.
Japan in the 1970s and 1980s was very much an evolving world full of solutions. With
thriving economic prosperity, Japan’s electronic industry strongly benefitted, resulting in a
burgeoning environment for technological advancements. While the amalgam of economic
opulence and advanced technology offered some people a lavish life and an optimistic outlook
on society in Japan, other people, particularly younger individuals, were skeptical of the options
that emerged from this prospering society. Like the resistance groups, religious fanatics, and
rebel bosozokus, cynicism towards Japanese societal structures grew among younger generations
in the 1980s.

56

These social changes played a major role in Otomo’s vision for Akira’s style, story, and
message. While Akira’s strides in animation and sound recording is a commentary on
technology’s relationship with the medium of cinema, the film’s overarching message comments
on our relationship to technology. Akira’s story examines the expansion of technology in an
effort to help people navigate an altering environment by offering a vision of a new flesh. Instead
of technology depicted as the rise of machines into an apocalyptic dystopia, Akira counters this
idea by portraying technology as an extension of ourselves.
Otomo’s cinematic claim that technology is an extension of ourselves can be seen as a
variation on McLuhan’s ideas about technology and its relationship to media. McLuhan (1964)
argues media are extensions of ourselves, and technology helps push forward these media,
making us more aware our relationship to these extensions. Akira, like all New Flesh Cinema,
helps its viewers become conscious of a changing environment, but more than that, it offers a
vision of necessary alterations for us to survive and thrive in a new world. While Tetsuo was
forced to leave his old world, he not only creates another universe but is the god of that new
universe. Similar to Robins’ (1996) insight that some forms of technology, such as virtual reality,
not only resemble heaven but also give people the creative freedom to be their own gods, once
Tetsuo transcends his former world and is able to fully embrace his power and new form, he
becomes a god-like entity and is able to exercise unfathomable powers beyond anything human.
But what if characters acquiring a new flesh do not leave their old world behind? What if
they are capable of transforming the world in which they exist? The implications of this idea will
be further explored in the following chapter when I discuss Shinya Tsukamoto’s industrial gothic
experimental feature Tetsuo: The Iron Man.
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Chapter 2
Metal as the Medium
“I like people to entertain my films, rather than my films entertain them.” – David Cronenberg

Professor O’Blivion: The television screen has become the retina of the mind’s eye. – from Videodrome

“In my films, technology is terrifying but still convenient. The theme is the conflict between these
concepts. We love technology but it will conquer our lives if we don’t pay attention to it.” – Shinya
Tsukamoto

Shinya Tsukamoto’s 1989 feature-length debut Tetsuo: The Iron Man shocked,
fascinated, and mystified audiences across the globe. An unconventional storyline, splattering
visuals, erotic themes, industrial punk score, and theatrical performances makes this 67-minute,
black and white, experimental film a core contributor to the rise of Japanese film in the 1990s as
well as scholarly discussion concerning anxiety in posthuman/science fiction texts. I argue
Tetsuo: The Iron Man is part of New Flesh Cinema because it poses advancements of technology
as a necessary progression in a modernizing environment. Tsukamoto uses metal as a motif to
symbolize advancing technology, a medium that not only advances their bodies toward a new
flesh, but also acts as a means to intimacy and connection. While this new flesh is portrayed as
erotic, pain is also present. The eroticism of the new flesh offers catharsis, while the pain is part
of the transitional process of a mind-body advancement.
Although both Akira and Tetsuo belong to New Flesh Cinema, they are seemingly very
different films. While Otomo’s Akira is an animated, studio production that rose to mainstream
and international acclaim, Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo is an experimental, independent feature that
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expresses the impending technological age in unconventional ways. Not only does Tsukamoto’s
independent production allow room to feature the creative methods cinema has to offer but also
explores ideas and themes that would not be welcomed in a studio production. Taking an
intimate look on how this technological age affects us on an individual scale, Tetsuo presents
eroticism as a central theme to examine how technology alters how we experience intimacy and
connection. Through various, horrifying situations, the characters experience bouts of pain and
pleasure as they use metal and technology to experience intimacy with one another. This
conflation of pain and pleasure is key to Tetsuo’s contribution to New Flesh Cinema.
Consequently, the extreme agony melded with eroticism results in a physical transformation of
the characters where their flesh is fused with metal.
Ultimately, this inevitable fusion of organic flesh with metal and technology is the
foundation of New Flesh Cinema. Although Akira and Tetsuo take very different routes, their
end point is the same, a new form of flesh and metal. While Akira ends with the transforming
character transcending the world and becoming of god of his own that can sustain his new flesh,
Tetsuo ends with the evolved characters vowing to alter the entire world to fit their new form.
Both Akira and Tetsuo contribute to New Flesh Cinema by showing the horrifying and painful
yet necessary process of adapting to a technological environment. In doing so, these
contributions to New Flesh Cinema further add to discussions concerning film as social
commentary with the potential to help society navigate unfamiliar territory.
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Life and Career of Shinya Tsukamoto

“[W]hen I think about such technologically advanced, cyberpunk cities, I always return to Tokyo, an
extreme city that is highly advanced in the scariest way” – Shinya Tsukamoto

Born in 1960 and raised in Tokyo, Tsukamoto grew up during the birth of urban
development in Japan after the final devastations from the bombings in 1945. As mentioned in
Chapter 1, Japan successfully and rapidly caught up with the rest of the world, hosting the
Olympics in 1964 and leading the world in technological development in the 1970s and 1980s.
This industrial renaissance came with a price in Tsukamoto’s eyes. Tom Mes, co-creator of
MidnightEye.com, has written the only book focused specifically on Tsukamoto’s career, Iron
Man. The Cinema of Shinya Tsukamoto (2005). In it, Tsukamoto describes his childhood as
deprived due to the encroachment of buildings on his neighborhood. Making films, however,
became a way for Tsukamoto to express these claustrophobic feelings and exercise his creative
muscles.
In addition to an invading metropolis, kaiju (monster) movies such as Godzilla (Honda,
1954) and manga proved to be an influence on Tsukamoto’s earlier works. Making his first film
at the age of 14 with his father’s 8-millimeter camera, Tsukamoto featured himself with his
friends and younger brother in kaiju-inspired short films often themed around the idea of the
destruction of a city and even the world by a monster (Mes, 2005). In addition to acting in
theatre, for the remainder of his high school education, Tsukamoto continued to make short
films, telling the same stories but experimenting with different styles. For example, after
watching some of Akira Kurosawa’s works, Tsukamoto learned how light could manipulate
images in film which undoubtedly inspired the expressionistic lighting later in his first Tetsuo
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film (Mes, 2005). Young Tsukamoto often showed his films to his parents and classmates which
lead to growing production crews, consisting of family, friends, and volunteers. This approach
continues to be Tsukamoto’s way of making films for the majority of his work.
Becoming disenchanted and discouraged by the rigors of filmmaking and the lack of
feedback from his viewers, Tsukamoto started an independent theatre troupe once he entered
Nihon University in 1978 (Mes, 2005). His theatre troupe consisted mostly of fellow art students
and other volunteers, including Nobu Kanaoka who would later star in Tetsuo, as well as
Tsukamoto’s later works. After graduating college, Tsukamoto started a job at Ide Production as
a salaryman, an overworked but highly compensated white-collar worker. Tsukamoto carried on
with directing underground and experimental theatre productions, Kaiju Theatre, in 1985 where
he met actor Kei Fujiwara, another soon-to-be star in Tetsuo (Mes, 2005). This part-time career
as a theatre director eventually awakened the film director inside Tsukamoto, prompting him to
begin using his 8-millimeter camera again and start making films.
As a way to ease back into filmmaking and not discard of all the theatre props,
Tsukamoto’s first short films were adaptions of his plays (Mes, 2005). First was The Phantom of
Regular Size (Futsu Saizu no Kaijin, 1986), essentially an underdeveloped, 18-minute version of
Tetsuo: The Iron Man, followed by the 45-minute The Adventures of Electric Rod Boy (Denchu
Kozo no Boken, 1987). Both films are cyberpunk/science fiction as well as displaying body
horror-esque elements. Both films also star actor and punk musician Tomorowo Taguchi whom
Tsukamoto approached after seeing Taguchi perform in an underground play (Mes & Sato, 2004;
Mes, 2005). Taguchi is the final actor that is cast in Tetsuo. After a year of this double life as a
salaryman and theatre director turned filmmaker, Tsukamoto quite his job to give filmmaking his
full attention which prompted his parents to throw him out of their house.
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Dedicating all his energy to his film, Tetsuo: The Iron Man, Tsukamoto fully explores the
ideas and themes touched on in The Phantom of Regular Size as well as the rest of his films and
theatre productions. Most notably, the effects of a modernizing urban environment on humanity.
Upgrading to a 16-millimeter camera while maintaining a grainy look and with ten reels of black
and white film, Tsukamoto began shooting in September of 1987 (Mes, 2005). According to
Tsukamoto, the next 18 months was one of the hardest times in his life and filmmaking career.
With the exception of Taguchi, the cast and crew stayed at the house of Fujiwara and her
husband where much of the filming also took place. This contributed to rising tensions among
the cast and crew. Long hours and struggles with practical effects caused people to leave one by
one over the 18 months of shooting until it was only Fujiwara, Taguchi, and Tsukamoto left.
Some of the practical effects include the iron man suit for the salaryman character’s
transformation which consisted of broken parts of television sets stuck to Taguchi (who plays the
salaryman) with double-sided adhesive tape along with clay to look like flesh ([Christine & the
Queef]a, 2015; Mes, 2005). Stop motion animation was another major effect in Tetsuo. Because
people tapered off during filming, in addition to acting, Fujiwara became the cinematographer,
Taguchi eventually was in charge of lighting and Tsukamoto had to do the frame-by-frame
animation himself. The entire filmmaking process was so horrendous for Tsukamoto that he even
considered burning the reels of film. Obviously, he did not.
While seeking financial support from video distributor F2 to continue shooting,
Tsukamoto came across Japan Home Video who agreed to finance his sound design in exchange
for the domestic rights to Tetsuo once post-production was complete (Mes, 2005). This deal
provided Chu Ishikawa, a leader and musician of an industrial noise outfit, to conduct the music
for Tetsuo which consisted of various metallic rhythms and rock music. Once post-production
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finished, the film was trimmed down to 67 minutes, making Tetsuo Tsukamoto’s first featurelength film. After reaching out to critic Yoichi Komatsuzawa, Tsukamoto agreed to submit his
film to the FantaFestival in Rome in exchange for promotional support (Mes, 2005).
Broke and living in a 7-square-meter apartment, Tsukamoto eventually discovered his
film won the Grand Prize in Rome, resulting in a multitude of international film festival tours
throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, released in England in 1991 and the United States in
1992 (Mes, 2005; Sato, 2002). Like Akira, Tetsuo turned international attention towards Japanese
cinema as well as domestic attention to his own work. Tetsuo awakened a new generation of
fans, fans who saw the film as a contributor to the “pantheon of genre works,” such as the works
of David Cronenberg, Sam Raimi, and Clive Barker, rather than the resurrection of an
“established image of Japanese cinema” (Brown, 2010; Mes, 2005, p. 59). Described by critics
as a rewarding endurance test, Tetsuo is noted for its striking visuals reminiscent of David
Lynch’s Eraserhead (1977) and the surrealist art of H.R. Giger (Brown, 2010; Conrich, 2005).
Additionally, Tetsuo’s themes of technology’s effect on society and humanity resemble William
Gibson novels, and its imagination that pushes the boundaries of the cinematic medium is akin to
Georges Méliès (Brown, 2010; Conrich, 2005; Mes, 2005).
Tetsuo not only launched the careers of Tsukamoto and Taguchi, who would frequently
star in Tsukamoto’s later films, but Tetsuo also spawned two subsequent installments: Tetsuo II:
Body Hammer (1992) and Tetsuo: The Bullet Man (2009) (Mes & Sato, 2004; Mes, 2005). While
the latter two films follow along the same city-humanity themes, they progressively drift further
from body horror and cyberpunk, but Tsukamoto continues to direct both independent and
mainstream films that explore themes and ideas of societal effects from urban life Tokyo.
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Tsukamoto’s work inspired numerous filmmakers of Japanese cinema, including Shozin
Fukui, whose work I will discuss in Chapter 3, as well as Takashi Miike who directed renowned
horror films such as Audition (1999) and Ichi the Killer (Koroshiya Ichi, 2001) with the latter
starring Tsukamoto. More important, however, is who and what influenced Tsukamoto.
Similar to Katsuhiro Otomo for Akira, the works of Sogo Ishii played a major influence
on the style and look of Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo. Most notably, Ishii’s background in punk music
that influenced his costume design, casting fellow punk musicians as actors, and using punkmusic sounds to convey themes of rebellion are all characteristics that are found in Tsukamoto’s
Tetsuo. Tsukamoto himself describes Ishii as his “cinematic ‘older brother’” (Mes, 2005, p. 40).
For example, the hair and makeup of the metal fetishist in Tetsuo parallel the style of punk
musicians, and the musical score for the film consisted of a mix of punk and metallic sounds, all
of which reflect the style of Ishii films. Also, Tsukamoto explores similar themes that challenge
ideas of Japanese culture in a modernizing society.
In addition to Ishii, Tsukamoto attributes much of his inspiration to Ridley Scott’s Blade
Runner (1982) for its dark, dystopic vision of the future and advanced technology. Tsukamoto
also says he was influenced by the Giger-designed xenomorph from Scott’s Alien (1979) for its
biomechanical look, and the fly-telepod-humanoid monstrosity at the end of David Cronenberg’s
1986 film The Fly (Brown, 2010; [Christine & the Queef]a, 2015; Mes, 2005). Tsukamoto even
cites Blade Runner and Videodrome as the parents of Tetsuo and claims himself to be a disciple
of Cronenberg (Brown, 2010; Mes, 2005). It is that last connection, to Cronenberg and his bodyhorror classic Videodrome in particular, that proves the most important and will be discussed
more in depth later in the chapter.
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Intimacy Through Fusion of Flesh and Metal

“One thing I want to achieve with my films is to wake them up. To smash them over the skull with a metal
hammer.” – Shinya Tsukamoto

Set in the present day, an unnamed salaryman inexplicably becomes infected when he
accidentally runs over a peculiar character known as the “metal fetishist” with his car. Through
expressionistic lighting and stop motion animation, this experimental film focuses on the
transformation the salaryman undergoes as scrap metal, tubes, and wires begin to protrude from
his flesh. Concluding in a climactic battle between the salaryman humanoid and the metal
fetishist, Tetsuo: The Iron Man offers a New Flesh that is suited to survive in a post-industrial
landscape, or a new world.
Unlike most cyberpunk that takes place in a futuristic dystopia, the story of Tsukamoto’s
experimental film is suspended in time and space through its lack of a narrative, and its visual
components become essential in understanding the film’s theme and narrative intent. Metal is the
most prevalent image and a reoccurring theme in Tetsuo that represents the modern world and
the advancement of technology. The world of Tetsuo is changing, brought on by a technological
age where resistance is futile. For Tsukamoto, technology-driven modernity requires a fusion of
flesh and metal. This flesh-metal fusion allows the characters in Tetsuo to experience intimacy,
eroticism, and catharsis, which intertwines pain with pleasure. Pain conflated with pleasure is not
only a form of catharsis for the characters as they transform but also depicts the difficulty and
benefits of transitioning to a new flesh.
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Metal as the Modern World

Metal is the most prevalent motif in Tetsuo, and its use represents the modern world and
the advancement of technology. For example, the beginning of the film opens up with
establishing shots of various industrial plants through which the metal fetishist walks. The lair in
which the fetishist resides not only proves the metal fetishist is aptly named but also is a
replication of the vision of the future he shows to the iron man later in the film. This area is filled
with heaps of metal scraps, tubes, wires, pipes, grates, machine parts, and more, tangled together
in masses. The claustrophobia of this space demonstrates the abundance of technology and other
extensions of people to the point that it’s overflowing and bursting at the seams. Once the
fetishist is struck by the car, slow jazz plays as the camera gracefully floats over a sign inscribed
“NEW WORLD” with crude metal letters against a metal grate. This new world sign connects
metal with a new world created from advanced, technological extensions. The grate behind the
letters resembles a grid-like system, adding to ideas of the new world revolving around advanced
technology.
On the surface, the salaryman’s apartment is a sharp contrast, appearing like any normal
residence of a typical salaryman. However, the salaryman’s apartment is a subtle but accurate
portrayal of a modernizing Japan. The camera fixates on the modern objects in the apartment that
represent the prevalent innovations in the life of the salaryman. The camera scans over a
percolating coffee pot, an electric fan, and model toy cars until it stops on the salaryman shaving
with an electric razor. Here is where Tsukamoto makes a connection between technology and
metal. It is when the salaryman is shaving with this modern appliance that he discovers the first
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piece of metal protruding from his body on his cheek. This is the beginning of his transformation
to the iron man

Figure 7: Salaryman finds metal beneath his skin (Tsukamoto, 1989).

Throughout the film, the fetishist is seen in his metallic haven where he controls events
and people from afar, watching events unfold as the salaryman transforms into the iron man. I
will discuss this further throughout the analysis, but one aspect I focus on is the fetishist’s point
of view from his lair. The first time the fetishist approaches the salaryman is as a pile of flesh
and metal at a train station. Positioned on the ground close to a woman sitting next to the
salaryman at the station, the clump of flesh and metal is steaming and appears to be breathing.
Through this presence, the fetishist is able to possess the woman once she makes physical
contact with the pile by poking it with a pen. Before the woman is seized by the fetishist, the
audience sees her through the fetishist’s perspective. His perspective, though, is through the lens
of a television. This is the same when the audience receives a glimpse of the past incident once
the fetishist’s body is dumped after he is hit by the car. The fetishist witnesses the salaryman
having sex with his girlfriend in front of the fetishist’s mangled body, but his perspective is akin
to viewing something through a television. Using a steaming mound of metal intertwined with
67

flesh and a metal-infused body, Tetsuo further connects metal with technology and how various
forms of technology, such as a television and film, mediate our perception of reality. Similar to
what the character of Professor O’Blivion says in Cronenberg’s Videodrome, “The television
screen has become the retina of the mind’s eye,” Tsukamoto uses the television as “an example
in which the television world becomes part of reality at the same time the real world becomes
unreal” ([Elettracaligari], 2010).

Figure 8: Fetishist as a pile of flesh and metal, looking at the woman through a television
perspective (Tsukamoto, 1989).

Once the salaryman makes his complete transformation into the iron man, he is visited by
the fetishist who shows the iron man the car wreck using a television as a window into past
events. This further links metal with technology and mediums of technology as major influencers
on viewers’ perception of reality and past events. Not only that, the fetishist smashes the
television over the iron man’s head to show him the vision of the “new world.” This act suggests
technology as the future and technology as capable of showing us visions of the future it is
creating. The vision the fetishist reveals is a world consumed by metal, complete with flashing
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lights reminiscent of a motherboard or control center, symbolic of the power of technology as a
singular system.

Figure 9: Vision of the New World (Tsukamoto, 1989).

After the glimpse of the new world, the fetishist chases the iron man through the city
streets and corners him in an industrial warehouse where they have their final, cataclysmic battle.
This battle ends with the two characters becoming one as a massive amalgamation of flesh and
metal that vows to mutate the whole world into metal. The finale circles back to the opening
sequence of the industrial landscape where the fetishist tries to achieve the new flesh, but now
the fetishist is able to join with the iron man so that they can fully embody the new flesh
together.
Tetsuo, through its content and style, focuses on metal, modernity, and the fusion of flesh
with metal. As a film, a medium that uses and requires technology, it also employs innovative
cinematic techniques to comment on the relationships between metal, technology, and humanity
in modern society. The actor Taguchi himself had to be “fused” with metal in order to embody
the iron man, having tape and clay as a buffer between his skin and the metal. The film literally
fuses people with metal and technology to show the necessary process of adapting to a new
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world by accepting technology as an extension of the self rather than a threatening other. This
concept is the foundation of all New Flesh Cinema.

Futility of Resistance

Throughout this narrative of fusing flesh and metal, Tsukamoto also stresses the idea that
resistance to these changes is ultimately futile. For example, the iron man does his best to resist
this new flesh until he becomes one with the fetishist as part of the flesh-metal clump.
Throughout the majority of the film, the salaryman persistently resists as he undergoes his
salaryman-to-iron man metamorphosis. Despite his attempts at covering up or trying to fight
against the new flesh, the salaryman’s efforts prove ineffective, symbolizing the futility of
resisting the imminent new flesh suited for the new world. It is no coincidence that Tsukamoto
chose a nameless salaryman as the main character to undergo a dramatic transformation. The
salaryman personifies the societal standard for Japanese men at the time: a hard-working
businessman with no individualism or identity outside of his position in society. However, with a
new flesh brought on by advanced technologies comes new ideas of identity, and the salaryman’s
resistance to this new flesh invading his body represents society’s apprehension towards the
challenging of social conventions. This aspect of the film, no doubt, relates to Tsukamoto’s
personal experience as a salaryman who eventually transgresses against societal conventions by
quitting his job to pursue filmmaking. Not only is film an art that was born out of and relies on
strides in technology but also, for Tsukamoto, film worked as an avenue that allowed him to
exercise a new identity. Just as the transition from salaryman to filmmaker was a difficult
process for Tsukamoto, the transition from salaryman to iron man in Tetsuo is also painful.
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Despite the pain and fear of this transition and the resistance of the salaryman, his changing flesh
is inevitable.
Early in the film, as if to illustrate the futility of resistance, the salaryman is chased
through the train station by the woman possessed by the fetishist. Horrified, he runs deeper and
deeper down into the subway then into the basement area to get away. However, the ceilings of
the halls are lined with industrial piping so that metal/technology follows the salaryman
wherever he goes. Even the arrows on the ground that direct foot traffic are pointing in the
opposite direction of the running salaryman and towards the bionic woman pursuing him. The
woman traps him in the garage and approaches, aggressively saying “come on” as he continues
to swerve. In fact, his intense fear acts as a catalyst that not only intensifies his infestation but
also allows him to overpower the woman. As a subtle side note, it is not until this scene that the
salaryman finally lets go of his briefcase which he has been clenching to his chest throughout
this sequence. The salaryman releasing his tight grip on the briefcase is the first step of giving up
societal conventions which allows him to further embrace the growing abilities inside him.
While the salaryman continues to resist his inevitable transformation, like in most body
horror, he encounters much trauma and agony. His nemesis/eventual partner the fetishist, on the
other hand, embraces the new flesh and, while still experiencing pain, possesses abilities beyond
anything human. For example, the opening scene of the film is one of the most memorable and
establishes this embrace of the new flesh by the fetishist. Using a small blade, the fetishist
lacerates a large cut in his inner thigh and slowly stuffs a metal pipe into his gash, but he soon
discovers maggots crawling in his wound and becomes hysterical. When the fetishist inserts the
pipe into his leg, he experiences suffering, but it does not become unbearable or panic-worthy
until the discovery of maggots wriggling through the laceration. The fetishist does not experience
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anguish until his new flesh is unwelcomed by the old environment. Similar to the character of
Tetsuo in Akira, the metal fetishist’s new flesh is unwelcomed by his environment which is the
main source of intolerable torment. This detail supports society’s anxiety towards the new flesh
and the new world. Unlike Akira, however, the metal fetishist cannot leave this world but has to
resort to changing the current one. He is unable to do so until he experiences a full-on collision
with metal that offers him a supernatural connection to the salaryman. This connection with the
salaryman allows both the fetishist’s and the salaryman’s new flesh to grow, conveying that only
once society supports the new world can the new flesh begin to thrive.
Similar to the espers in Akira, the fetishist is able to possess and control people as his
personal puppets as well as have telepathic, telekinetic, and transformative powers. One telling
scene includes a doctor, talking through a television, of course, revealing to the fetishist that the
metal stuck in his head from the car crash cannot be removed, and the fetishist should think of it
as “jewelry.” Thinking of the metal in his brain as jewelry underscores the idea of
metal/technology as a physical extension of the human form. Moreover, the doctor, so perplexed
by how the fetishist is still alive after this incident, muses that a “mad genius” must have placed
the metal in the fetishist’s brain. As opposed to transformation through a sort of natural selection
in Akira, the notion of a mad genius in Tetsuo shows the relationship between technology and
people. Instead of an enemy of people, technology, as a human creation, is a part of us. Through
the vivid and horrifying imagery of a physical extension, this metallic appendage of the fetishist
supports the idea of a societal transformation induced by our own technological inventions that is
moving the world into a technological age requiring a new flesh.
After the fetishist and the iron man have their first in-person encounter, they have their
final, calamitous battle in an industrial warehouse. During this orgy of flesh, metal, and violence,
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the fetishist continues to urge the iron man to “stop resisting.” However, as the iron man
continues to fight against the fetishist, they become more and more tangled and intertwined, both
expressing immense torment. This final painful encounter eventually erupts in an amalgamation
of both characters and metal as an enormous formation after we once again see the metal, “NEW
WORLD” sign. Both are no longer in discomfort or in a transformative process. The iron man
portion of the mass even remarks on how he feels great, the first positive words uttered in this
film. The fetishist follows suit and says they can now “mutate the whole world into metal.” Once
this gargantuan mass begins its takeover by rampaging through the streets of Tokyo, the film
comes to a close with the words “GAME OVER” across the screen. Considering the goal of the
new flesh mass, “game over” does not mean the end of the world but the end of the old world
and the beginning of the new world, a technological world.

Metal as Intimate

Tsukamoto shows his audience that the fusion of flesh and metal is a medium of intimacy
between people in a modernizing world. Tetsuo positions metal as an avenue to intimacy,
eroticism, and catharsis. The eroticism in Tetsuo is consistently conflated with pain which
depicts the discomfort that accompanies a transitional period. Sounds and images of small
explosions, bursts, and shots occur throughout the film, particularly during erotic scenes. These
images and sound effects represent a kind of orgasmic catharsis for the characters as their ideas
of intimacy alter because of their new flesh and new world.
The memorable scene of the fetishist forcing the pipe in his leg is not only cringe-worthy
but also one of the most erotic moments in the film. After opening a vaginal gash in his inner
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thigh, the fetishist takes a metal, ribbed pipe and grinds it through his teeth. As he slowly inserts
the pipe into his leg, he lets out small grunts of pain, and, once the pipe is fully in, images of the
marathon athletes burst into flames. This sequence conflates eroticism with pain as the fetishist
attempts to move beyond the old flesh. The pictures of the athletes’ physical ideal are now
obsolete, and the fetishist, through a gruesome process, is becoming the new standard of physical
perfection. Additionally, the majority of the scenes with the fetishist portray him in an outfit
similar to the marathon athletes, showing him as the personification of modifying ideas of
physical perfection. Once the fetishist is struck by the salaryman’s car, slow jazz music plays as
the camera glides across the front of the car in extreme close-up shots. This use of music and
camera work romanticizes the car wreck, the clash between flesh and metal.

Figure 10: Fetishist grinding pipe between his teeth (Tsukamoto, 1989).

Moreover, once the salaryman and the girlfriend dump the fetishist’s body, the girlfriend
discovers the fetishist is still alive and becomes aroused. Somewhat of a precursor to
Cronenberg’s 1996 Crash, the girlfriend and the salaryman have sex in front of the victim. This
violent encounter between flesh and metal where, according to the doctor quoted previously, the
fetishist bares a metallic ornament, sexually arouses the girlfriend and the wary salaryman,
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followed by an explosion after their sexual climax. This scene reoccurs several times in the film,
which combines pain with pleasure as, in this case, the new flesh is discovered by the girlfriend.
Another memorable scene about halfway through the film occurs between the salaryman
and his girlfriend. After having sex, the salaryman’s penis turns into a gargantuan power drill.
After this transformation, the salaryman becomes aggressive and hostile towards his girlfriend
who expresses both horror and sexual arousal. Eventually, in a battle between the two characters,
the girlfriend is penetrated and killed by the power drill. At first glance, the girlfriend seems like
a sadistic character who is a victim of the salaryman’s “dick drill,” as Mes refers to it (2005, p.
53). I argue her arousal, albeit sadistic, is from an internal, conflicting desire to embody the new
flesh. In their apartment, after they have sex, the salaryman feeds his girlfriend food, most
notably sausage, which she aggressively and suggestively eats. Sounds of metallic screeches and
gunfire accompany the eating as her tongue swirls around and bites down on the fork, causing
the salaryman to twitch and flinch in pain until she bites down on the sausage which is followed
by an explosion and sexual moan from the salaryman.

Figure 11: Salaryman’s penis transformed into a power drill (Tsukamoto, 1989).
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Not surprisingly, after this incident, the salaryman’s penis transforms into the power drill
as other metal parts emerge around his body. While the girlfriend is horrified at first, once she
subdues the salaryman by stabbing him in the throat with a kitchen knife, she becomes sexually
aroused. Straddling him, the girlfriend licks and embraces the salaryman as she continues to hold
the knife in his throat. Using the knife as an extension of her hand, she is able to continue erotic
acts with the salaryman during his transition to the new flesh. Even after she is killed and placed
in the bathtub by the iron man as a sort of burial, the knife is still gripped in her hand. Mourning
her death, the iron man kisses his girlfriend a final time; however, instead of lips on lips, metal
acts as a medium that allows intimacy and eroticism for the iron man. With yet another ribbed
pipe, the salaryman holds it on his mouth and swirls it around the lips of the girlfriend before
consuming the pipe as thick liquid drips from the end. Parallel to a penis ejaculating after being
fellated, this erotic scene positions metal as a medium that allows intimacy between people in the
technologically evolving world.

Figure 12: Iron man swirling a pipe around his girlfriend’s mouth (Tsukamoto, 1989).

While Tetsuo is often noted for its homoeroticism, I argue the intimacy between the
fetishist and the salary/iron man stems from their shared affliction which allows a connection
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beyond human, a connection only the new flesh permits. For example, before the fetishist and
iron man meet, face to face, they have a psychic connection to one another similar to the espers
and Tetsuo in Akira. The car wreck acts as a catalyst for the fetishist’s and salaryman’s
transformations which is why this incident is repeated throughout the movie usually in the form
of a flashback for both the salaryman and fetishist. This pattern ties these two characters
together. Moreover, frequent cuts throughout the film between the salaryman transforming and
the fetishist writhing and manically laughing in his metallic lair links the new flesh with a higher,
supernatural level of connection between humans. Although the fetishist does not seem to have
enough power to possess the salaryman, the fetishists is able to appear before the salaryman in
various forms at numerous locations, giving the fetishists a sort of omniscience of the salaryman.
The salaryman evolving into the iron man allows for the connection between him and the
fetishist to be complete. In the form of a physical bond, Tsukamoto presents metal as a way to
allow people to physically connect, altering ideas of intimacy and connectedness among people.
The final battle sequence is accompanied by much agonizing screams and suffering until another
explosion erupts. Once this cataclysmic orgy of violence and metal comes to its climax, a
dreamy sequence with suave jazz music, once again, features both characters in a birth-like state.
Floating in a black void, the two characters are joined by one shared arm that is made of metal,
like a metallic umbilical cord. The rest of their bodies are free from metal with just their bare
skin exposed. They wave their unattached arms around in a wondrous sense as if they are
discovering something new. Interrupted by another explosion, the audience is introduced to the
final product, the new flesh.
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Figure 13: The salaryman and fetishist joined as the New Flesh (Tsukamoto, 1989).

This conglomeration of the fetishist, ironman, and more metal results in a breathing,
steaming, metallic penis. To say this formation is phallic is an understatement. While this image
is erotic, it is more so an indicator of the pain that comes with the advancement of a new flesh.
Tsukamoto makes it a point not only to make this mass a penis but a circumcised penis.
Circumcision, albeit painful, can be an indicator of transition from adolescents to adulthood, one
stage of existence into the next one. The final battle sequence is a painful intercourse that
procreates the birth of the new flesh, the combination of the fetishist and iron man into an
initiated and complete new flesh.
Using metal as an instrument for intimacy, eroticism, and catharsis is one of the most
unique aspects of Tsukamoto’s film. However, these images that mix human bodies with metal
and technology in an erotic manner is not unique to Tsukamoto’s work. Communicating ideas of
progressing technology that alter the way people experience intimacy is a common theme among
much of New Flesh Cinema, particularly the films of David Cronenberg.
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Cronenberg, Tsukamoto and New Flesh Catharsis

“I think the function of a horror film is to allow people to confront things that disturb them about life in
general in a relatively safe environment. We are born to test ourselves of what will come…” – David
Cronenberg

Although the films examined in this thesis are part of Japanese cinema, New Flesh
Cinema is not specific to Japan. In fact, New Flesh Cinema is a phenomenon found in Western
cinema as well, including many of the films of Canadian director David Cronenberg. Films of
other New Flesh directors, like Cronenberg, embrace these same themes and create films that
mutually influencing one another, including Tetsuo. Tsukamoto’s exploration of eroticism
among the grotesque images of his film reflects many of Cronenberg’s works, such as Shivers
(1975), Rabid (1977), Videodrome (1983), and eXistenZ (1999). Looking deeper into these
examples of New Flesh Cinema and considering what the directors have said concerning the
conception and purpose of their films, particularly Tetsuo and Videodrome, further supports the
idea of New Flesh Cinema as a cathartic process for both the viewers and filmmakers during
various societal reconstructions.
All New Flesh Cinema, including Tetsuo and Videodrome, communicate technological
advancement as a physical extension of the human form. Films like Videodrome, which features
a man’s hand fusing with a gun among wires intertwining with his skin, or Tetsuo, where metal
pieces emerge from beneath the flesh of a salaryman, pose technology not as a parasite, infesting
and consuming the human organism but the next step in physical advancement in a
technologically innovative society. Cronenberg proposes an intriguing idea that because it is an
extension of us, technology is consequently the best and worst of us ([Cinematographs], 2013).
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This idea is one of the main distinguishers of New Flesh Cinema from other subgenres of science
fiction and cyberpunk. New Flesh Cinema depicts a transitional process when the effects and
possibilities of technology are underdeveloped and not fully understood or realized. While
transitions are a necessary part of progression, transitions can also be a painful process. Films
like Videodrome and Tetsuo depict the changes technological progressions have on our minds
and bodies, and because our extensions are underdeveloped and also contain our flaws, the
metamorphosis shows the limits of our bodies as they enter a new world. This world, as
Cronenberg put is: “offers an energy in the mind that can’t be physically contained” (Bogani,
2014).
Tsukamoto has remarked on how the science fiction films that intrigue him are the ones
that begin with the real world and slowly progress to a fantasy world with the story focusing on
the gap between the two ([Elettracaligari], 2010). The bigger the gap, the more intriguing the
film. This affinity for two worlds merging, the transitioning from one environment to another is
the core of most of Tsukamoto’s films. Tsukamoto’s childhood witnessed a massive
environmental alteration from industrial and technological innovations and the conflicting
feeling towards these changes which led to his fixation on the correlation between various
relationships, such as mind and body, people and their environment, and eroticism with violence.
“I always think of the correlation between the decline of physicality and the modern
concrete city,” says Tsukamoto in an interview when discussing the foundations behind his
works (Sato, 2002). The uncertainty of consciousness and reality, destruction, obsession are
themes explored in Tsukamoto films, especially Tetsuo (Mes, 2011). These are also key themes
in Cronenberg works, demonstrating his influence on Tsukamoto. The heart of Videodrome, as
Cronenberg states, lies in the idea of people going to extremes to alter their environment and end
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up altering themselves in the process (Garris, 2014). Because technological progression leads to
altering effects on our environment, New Flesh Cinema looks at what our bodies have to endure
in order to survive in the new world.
Because this new world challenges our ideas of what it means to be human, it confronts
various aspects of human behavior such as basic, animal instincts. Tsukamoto’s films focus on
the relationship between eroticism and violence, pain with pleasure. Cronenberg similarly often
conflates eroticism with the grotesque. This fusion is a form of catharsis offered in New Flesh
Cinema. While the violence depicts the physical alterations necessary for a new world, the erotic
aspects convey ideas that combat old-world notions of physical intimacy. Instead of showing
technology as the cause of distance between people, films like Videodrome and Tetsuo present
technology as a means that allows people to connect and be intimate in this new world.
These motivations behind the conception of Tsukamoto and Cronenberg films as well as
New Flesh Cinema, in general, supports McLuhan’s idea of the medium as the message, making
films’ style and content more than entertainment. In fact, Videodrome takes McLuhan’s theory in
a brilliantly literal form throughout the film, particularly in one memorable scene where the main
character’s abdomen mutates into a vaginal opening in which VHS tapes are inserted. His body
becomes a sort of medium that also represents the growing ubiquitous nature of mass media. Just
as film can be cathartic for viewers, Cronenberg says making his body horror films also acts as a
point of catharsis for him, offering a balance in life where you can put your fantasies, anxieties,
and fears up on the screen so that it stays out of your life ([VHS Video vault], 2014). Similarly,
growing up during a societal transformation, Tsukamoto used film as a medium to express
confused and conflicted feelings towards a modernizing and technologically dependent society
and the possible ramifications as they currently play out. In an interview, Tsukamoto says the
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symbol of his generation was the television; therefore, television was the natural medium for him
to express his world ([Elettracaligari], 2010). “The world of television for me was the real
world” and has the power to transform reality ([Elettracaligari], 2010).
Tsukamoto’s motivation to make films that confront the various social anxieties that
come with inevitable changes from technology’s progression in of itself supports the idea of
cinema as a form of catharsis. As mentioned previously in the chapter when discussing the praise
Tetsuo received upon its release, its style intrigued and beguiled audiences. Its combination of
fast-motion animation, stop-motion animation, black and white film, expressionistic lighting,
practical effects, and theatrical acting all contribute to Mes’ notion that “the film’s style succeeds
in telling the story almost entirely by itself” (Mes, 2005, p. 63). Mes goes on to further embrace
McLuhan’s theory by arguing: “Style has gained a narrative function, meaning that form equals
content” (Mes, 2005, p. 63). Because the style of Tetsuo speaks just as much as the content, Mes
argues the film is “made instinctively rather than intellectually or rationally” (Mes, 2005, p. 63).
This idea of a film produced almost as an impulsive urge poses filmmaking as a natural part of
human existence, and, because film is a medium that heavily relies on technology, the
instinctive, unique style of Tetsuo presents technology as a natural part and extension of human
flesh.

Conclusion

Shinya Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo: The Iron Man depicts the painful yet necessary transition
into a technological age by offering a vision of a New Flesh. Through gruesome and salacious
visuals, Tetsuo connects eroticism with horror to depict the painful process of societal and
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individual transformation that alters our understanding and method of intimacy and connecting to
one another in a technologically advancing environment. The conflation of horror with eroticism
combines pain with pleasure, which indicates the discomfort but also the benefits that come with
assuming the new flesh. Tsukamoto achieved his goal of making an erotic film by using metal as
the medium to intimacy, fusing flesh with metal. Metal in Tetsuo represents modernity and
technology, presenting these advancements as not just a threat to our old flesh and old ways of
intimacy but also our only way of connecting in an age of technology.
Akira argues societal alterations from technology are necessary, beneficial, and
inevitable. However, as the transforming character begins to assume the necessary, beneficial,
and inevitable New Flesh, his evolving body is unwelcomed by his current environment, which
forces him to leave this world and create his own universes where he can fully exercise his
abilities. Otomo’s film, like all New Flesh Cinema, conveys that technological advancements are
a natural progression in a modernizing environment and, like all transitional periods, is a painful
but necessary process. As technological innovations are becoming more prevalent with each
passing year, Akira’s response to a changing society has remained relevant past the 1980s. This
response to a societal change shows the correlation between society and media. As society goes
through transitions, media such as film can help people navigate through a new and rocky
terrain, altering society in the process.
While Akira offers ideas concerning the concept of the new flesh for all to bear, Tetsuo
offers further insights as to how the new flesh affects people on an individual level. Focusing on
intimacy, Tetsuo depicts a new flesh that allows people to experience intimacy through metal,
posing eroticism as a form of catharsis. Although the visuals in Tetsuo are gruesome and
horrifying, Tsukamoto’s film uses the character’s transformation from metal as a cathartic

83

experience that allows him to have a supernatural connection to the metal fetishists as well as
experience a new form of intimacy fit for a new world. Rather than express fears of
technological progression through body horror, Tsukamoto uses body horror to depict the fear of
a societal transition while also showing the ability of this new flesh to connect humans beyond
any normal capacity. Once again, on an individual scale, Tetsuo as New Flesh Cinema is not
only entertainment but also a cathartic experience for anxious audiences undergoing a societal
transformation through advancing technology.
This cyclical pattern of influence between media and society continues further into
Japan’s underground cinema. Digging deeper into more obscure films, the next chapter looks at
three experimental films that emerged from Tokyo’s underground punk music movement. While
each film contributes to New Flesh Cinema in a distinct way, they all depict similar worlds
where advanced technology is ubiquitous, but its potential is not fully understood by its users
which results in the bourgeoning of the New Flesh.
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Chapter 3
Physical Transformation; Mental Anguish
A group of clandestine scientists harbor a capricious cyborg that spews toxic powder, inducing
hallucinations among the scientists as well as the melting and fusing of their flesh with one another.

After an excruciating convulsion accompanied by a discharge of blood and gunk, an abandoned,
cyborg sex-slave frantically rages through the streets of Tokyo, screaming in anguish as he drags
chains and rubble behind him.

Nefarious sensory deprivation experiments by crooked scientists lead to mental anguish and an orgy
of exploding bodies complete with the consumption and shredding of body tissues.

Each of the descriptions above are scenes from films hidden deeper in Japan’s
independent cinema. Digging further into what New Flesh Cinema of Japan has to offer, this
chapter looks to the underground films that emerged from Tokyo’s punk music movement.
While the previous chapter examined an independent film, this chapter dives further into
underground, punk cinema in 1980’s and 1990’s Tokyo by focusing on three films: Shigeru
Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986) and Shozin Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio (1991) and Rubber’s Lover
(1996). All three of these examples of New Flesh Cinema feature advanced technology as new
but still somewhat common in a society that looks no different from the present. Although the
technology featured in the films are more advanced and do not exist, the present, familiar setting
depicts the future as a close reflection of the present as opposed to a premonition of what is to
come. Another similarity these films share is the mental aspect of adapting to the new flesh.
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They blend technologically induced physical transformation with mental consciousness. For
Death Powder (Izumiya, 1986), technology helps people unlock the potential of their minds
which includes a higher, shared consciousness that requires a new flesh. 964 Pinocchio (Fukui,
1991) features a technologically modified person who, after regaining his memory and achieving
a higher mental status, is able to overpower his makers and become enlightened. Finally,
Rubber’s Lover (Fukui, 1996) includes a scientist whose mind and body are pushed to extremes
to the point that, once he fully regains his memory, he is able to surpass this world. Essentially,
the films examined in this chapter pose the new flesh as a condition related to a higher state of
consciousness, consciousness that technology helps us unlock that cannot exist within the old
flesh.
Through an analysis of each film, I argue Death Powder, 964 Pinocchio, and Rubber’s
Lover are examples of New Flesh Cinema because they feature horrifying depictions of the body
undergoing a transformation induced inexplicably by technology. This transformation, although
gruesome, does not destroy its victims, rather comes with benefits that allow the transformed to
survive in a technological age. My argument for this chapter adds a focus on the mental as well
as the physical transformation that one has to undergo in order to survive in an age of
technology, as well as adding to the larger discussion of the cyclical pattern of influence between
media and society. New Flesh Cinema is a response to the rise of advancing technology. Rather
than posing technology as a threat to our humanity and pulling apart the fabric of society, New
Flesh Cinema is a cathartic genre that acts as a sort of blueprint to guide people who are
navigating through a consistently advancing technological age.
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Death Powder: Limitations of the Flesh

Growing up in the Meguro ward of Tokyo, Shigeru Izumiya became involved in music
and film, debuting as a musician in the early 1970s (Wagasha Company, 2020). As a singer and
songwriter, Izumiya focused on folk music and began his acting career in the late 1970s, starring
in television shows and dramas. Izumiya began his relationship with punk director Sogo Ishii
when he composed the music for Ishii’s breakthrough film Crazy Thunder Road (1980) and even
starred in Ishii’s influential feature Burst City (Bakuretsu Toshi Basuto Shiti, 1982), credited as
the Planner and Art Director (Player, 2011). The industrial environment mixed with the punk
aesthetic that saturated Burst City became the visual standard for most of Japan’s cyberpunk
movies, starting with Izumiya’s first and only directed feature of 1986: Death Powder.
As Ishii’s Crazy Thunder Road and Burst City are some of the first punk films, Izumiya’s
Death Powder is typically regarded as the first cyberpunk film of Japan. Death Powder proved to
be a template for Japan’s New Flesh Cinema. With its experimental style and horrifying images,
the film prioritizes visuals over narrative, an emphasis also seen in the films of Tsukamoto as
well as Fukui (whose films are reviewed in this chapter). Like most films categorized as
cyberpunk, Death Powder questions ideas of what it means to be human in a technologically
advancing world. But unlike many cyberpunk films that depict fear and distrust towards
technology and what it does to humanity and society, I argue Death Powder poses technological
innovations as an opportunity for people to unlock the potential of the mind. This requires
transcending the old flesh and assuming a new flesh, which, in this case, means the fusion of
flesh as one body with a shared consciousness.
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Like most of the films examined in this thesis, Death Powder does not follow a typical,
linear narrative and, therefore, does not lend itself to a simple summary. Instead, I offer a brief
synopsis and provide more details throughout the analysis. Death Powder, like the other films of
this chapter, takes place in an undisclosed time period but in the near future where advanced
technology is in a primitive state, making innovations unpredictable yet intriguing to their
makers. The plot follows three researchers, Noris, Kiyoshi, and Harima (played by Izumiya) who
have stolen a feminine, cybernetic android named Guernica and are hiding her in an abandoned
building. Chaos ensues once Guernica spews a powder substance from her mouth at Kiyoshi.
What follows is a series of hallucinations, flashbacks, melting flesh, brawls and battles between
the scientists as well as a group of three deformed men [referred to by Player (2011) as “scar
people”] who are in search of Guernica. Kiyoshi experiences both pain and joy from his
deteriorating body and his expanding mind which leads to the fusion of his flesh with the rest of
the scientists. As one collective, bubbling mass, the film ends with the gurgling growth
expanding through the consumption of one person at a time.
Death Powder contributes to New Flesh Cinema by introducing probing ideas in a
technologically advancing society, such as the correlation between flesh and humanity and the
expansion of the mind offered in innovative technologies. If we no longer have flesh, are we still
human? Does technology offer a higher form of consciousness, and, if so, how does this affect
our bodies? Izumiya’s film answers these questions by showing the body endure a horrifying
transformation because of advanced technology. This transformation, however, is not all terrible
but allows the mind to expand to a heightened sense of enlightenment that cannot exist in the old
flesh but requires a new flesh to host this new state of consciousness.
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Through its visual imagery and narrative components, Death Powder portrays the new
flesh as the consequential and necessary next step as a technologically progressing society.
Although advanced technology is prevalent in the film’s setting, Death Powder represents our
modernizing society where advanced technology is beginning to be part of common use, but its
potential is not fully realized and is, therefore, volatile and open to numerous possibilities.
Izumiya also presents technology as the path to a higher state of consciousness and
connectedness as part of the new flesh needed to survive in a technological age. Death Powder
shows the new flesh as the consequential and necessary next step of a technologically
progressing society. It does this in three important ways. First, by embracing the legacy of
technology as a mediator of change. Second, by exposing our fears, underestimation, and
fascination of technology’s power. And third, by emphasizing the transformation of the mind as a
critical part of New Flesh Cinema.

Consequences of Ubiquitous Technology

New Flesh Cinema is a response to anxiety towards advancing technology, and Death
Powder explores the consequences of technological advancement. Even on a low budget,
Izumiya is able to show the ubiquitous nature of technology in the setting of Death Powder while
also positioning technological prevalence as an inevitable future. One visual example is a
reoccurring image of animated sperm floating across the frame at various moments throughout
the film. I contend this use of sperm imagery represents lineage, legacy, and release. Like all
New Flesh Cinema, Death Powder is a blueprint for how to survive in a changing environment.
It is not meant as a doomsday tale. Rather, it looks toward the next societal step. The sperm
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motif supports the idea of the new flesh is a sort of lineage, another step forward, in a
technologically progressing environment. Additionally, the sperm imagery can also represent
technology as a legacy, a legacy that requires a new flesh in an age of technology. Finally, sperm
is also a release. The new flesh offers a release of the old flesh that restricts us from fully
expanding on the potential of technology. I will discuss this in more detail later, but Izumiya
stresses that the transformation brought on by the powder from Guernica allows its victims to see
the limitations of their flesh and fully unlock the potential of their minds.
As part of the technology-induced repercussions of an expanding technological
environment, Death Powder portrays a world where technology plays a substantial role in daily
life, acting as a type of mediator. For example, the film opens with shots of the chaos that will
occur later in the film followed by a peaceful establishing shot of the Tokyo skyline where the
sperm imagery eventually drifts across the frame. Although these underground films focus on the
implications of technological innovations on a more close-up, individual scale than major, global
implications, Izumiya makes a point to clearly establish that the pandemonium seen stems from a
metropolitan setting complete with glimmering lights, modern cars, and technology. If that point
was not clear in the opening sequence, the following shot is a prolonged period of Noris running
outside as she is silhouetted against flashing neon signs advertising cameras and other
technologies. In addition to this, Noris is constantly connected to technology. Throughout the
film, she has a communication headset with an earpiece and a microphone on her at all times. In
the beginning, this device is used to communicate with Harima who is alone with Guernica while
Kiyoshi and she are away from the warehouse; however, she keeps this device on her at all times
as a sort of attachment or extension of herself. Additionally, Noris possesses a futuristic gun that
is essentially an attachment to her arm when it is being used. Part of technology’s legacy, or
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contribution, includes becoming a growing aspect of society as well as a contributor to the
manner in which individuals conduct themselves.

Figure 14: Noris using one of her many technological extensions as part of interaction (Izumiya,
1986).

The legacy of technology in Death Powder is also depicted as a growing mediator
between human interactions and how we perceive reality. During the brawl with Noris and
Kiyoshi against Harima, an almost comical, off-the-wall scene takes place when Noris attacks
Harima. Instead of physically kicking Harima, Noris kicks a still shot of Harima in a square
frame which sends the actual Harima flying across the room. With all her modern appendages,
Noris is the most technologically advanced; therefore, she has the ability to use technology as an
extension of her actions and interactions with other people. Whether through television, film, or
another medium, this scene portrays screens as a sort of mediator between human interaction
and, therefore, a sort of add-on to the way humans and society function.
Once the turmoil ends between the three researchers, there is a lingering shot of Guernica
lying on the cot where she is kept, but the view of her is through the lens of another type screen
or security camera. This shot of Guernica includes the floating sperm images followed by the
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gradual vanishing of the cyborg. Similar to Tetsuo: The Iron Man, Death Powder depicts reality
through different mediums of technology, representing a new world where technology acts as a
mediator of our perception of reality.

Figure 15: Guernica depicted through a different lens (Izumiya, 1986).

Finally, once Kiyoshi reaches a stage of enlightenment from Guernica’s powder, he is
able to communicate with the scar people who are in search of Guernica. Talking out loud,
Kiyoshi seems to communicate with the scar people, particularly the one person confined to a
wheelchair who speaks through a telephone, uttering “there is no life.” Upon hearing this, the
scar person looks directly at the camera, breaking the fourth wall, and says that it cannot be
contained, his freedom cannot be stopped, and he cannot be kept this way, then gyrates in a fit of
frustration and rage. The scene shows how Death Powder uses technology as a medium of
communication and a mediator of reality. Technology acts as a medium both in the narrative (the
telephone) and of the narrative (the film itself), suggesting there is no life in the old flesh, the
decaying flesh of the scar people, and the technological progression in the modernizing world
cannot be contained. A new mediator of reality and interaction, technology plays a larger and
larger role in our actions and interactions with one another as well as mediator of reality. His
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words concerning his freedom and being kept in his carnal prison expresses his desire for a new
flesh, one fit for this new world that is rotting his old flesh.

Fear and Fascination of the Unknown

While a new flesh fit for an age of technology is the desire of some characters and the
inevitable future of others, the technology that permeates the world and offers this new flesh is
underestimated and not fully understood. This portrayal depicts people’s fear and skepticism
towards their technological innovations. Throughout the film, the characters, particularly the
researchers, display curiosity, intrigue, and uncertainty towards Guernica, their latest and
greatest achievement. Of course, it cannot go unnoted that the three scientists are hiding
Guernica in a warehouse and seem to be oblivious or at least unconcerned with the powder that
projects from her mouth. Their reasoning for seemingly becoming fugitives in their own right is
undisclosed in the film’s narrative. Regardless, this covert behavior shows a lack of
understanding and certainty towards highly advancing technological achievements, specifically
Guernica.
In one of Kiyoshi’s powder-induced flashbacks, there is a sequence that gives
background information on Guernica and the team. This sequence includes the introduction of
Dr. Loo, the head of this operation as well as a rock musician. Before Dr. Loo’s guitar-riffing
introduction, we see glamour shots of Guernica with personal statistics such as her height and
weight. Then, a group photo is taken of Guernica with Dr. Loo and the other researchers where
Kiyoshi seems to be holding the charred remains of an older cyborg model. Before doing so, Dr.
Loo approaches Harima and whispers the following in his ear: “Don’t worry. Everything is
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alright. Just pretend like you understand what’s going on. This, like life, makes no sense. Don’t
be confused by a false sense of reality. Do you understand?”
Dr. Loo’s words to Harima speak in broader strokes to everyone in a technological
environment. His words at the beginning are parallel to those of the scar person who assure
viewers that these technological progressions cannot be stopped but not to worry because this is
the natural progression of an advancing society. The false sense of reality Dr. Loo refers is the
idea of society and humanity as fixed and incapable of transforming, especially with a new
technological feat like Guernica. After the photo shoot, Harima walks with Guernica through the
outdoor landscape where this sequence is set. Guernica states that “sometimes, death is the
ultimate statement.” Various number sequences that one would see on a computer screen appear
in the background of Harima and Guernica before Harima begins to kiss and embrace Guernica
on a pier overlooking a bay, resembling the opening sequence of the film.

Figure 16: Harima’s fixation on Guernica (Izumiya, 1986).

This scene not only reveals Harima’s prolonged fascination and attraction to Guernica,
but also shows a lack of understanding towards technological innovations. Harima sees Guernica
as a sexual object as opposed to recognizing her as an extension of himself and his work that is

94

also a major contributor to progressing society further into an age of technology. Guernica’s
statement about death refers to letting the old flesh die which is the inevitable future in a
modernizing society. This will be discussed more in the following section. The numbers that
appear in the background suggest the futility of trying to make sense of this interest and
skepticism towards technology Dr. Loo mentioned. Both the nature landscape and Harima and
Guernica on the city pier depict the blending of nature and technology in the modernizing world
and how certain parts of nature are phasing out as the city begins to form. This uncanny and
uncontrollable curiosity and skepticism towards technology in Death Powder conveys the mixed
feelings of a technological age as a progression that is both advantageous as well as new and
frightening.

New Flesh for a New Mind

Even though Guernica disappears early in the film, she is still able to communicate with
Harima, giving him further wisdom and instructions. For instance, after the flashback sequence
from Kiyoshi, Guernica tells Harima to protect the world, that he is the guardian of death, he
understands the decay of life, only he can protect the world from itself, and to remember the
flesh and not let it control the mind. These words encapsulate the heart of Death Powder as part
of New Flesh Cinema. The technology we create allows our minds to expand beyond the
physical to a higher consciousness, but a new flesh is required to host such a cognitive state.
When the scar people are first introduced, they are riding in what looks like a service
elevator for the warehouse in which Guernica and the researchers reside. There are three scar
people and one healthy doctor who is against their endeavor. He insists that they cannot forget
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their heritage, that because we are humans, we have to live in our own flesh, insisting “Life
without flesh is death.” One of the scar people aggressively berates the doctor before killing him.
The doctor’s words summarize the fear and skepticism towards the new flesh as a threat to
tradition, thinking of technology as a danger to humanity rather than an addition to it. The scar
people can see the new flesh as necessary and a part of an inevitable future, and this idea is
continuously supported throughout the film.

Figure 17: Scar people riding the service elevator (Izumiya, 1986).

Once the scar people enter the warehouse and are attacked and defeated by the
researchers, there is a sequence of still photos that pan across the frame set to soothing music.
While this sequence is a jarring deviation from the tone of the rest of the film, as if it were an
intermission, the photos shown are a clever way for Izumiya to show the expanse of the new
flesh. The photos show various aspects of an urban environment such as cars, traffic, highways,
tunnels, skyscrapers, bridges, and city lights. This sequence simultaneously shows the prevalence
of technology in our society as well as the impending new world of a technological age.
However, because these photos are in black and white or sepia tone, they have an old-fashioned
look, emphasizing the transitional period of technological progression and adaption with an
eventual end that is part of history as opposed to the end of the world.
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This adaption occurs within a society as well as within each individual, in both their
bodies and minds. The powder from Guernica acts as a catalyst to launch the new flesh, and
through Kiyoshi’s revelations and the ending result, it is apparent the new flesh for Death
Powder means the release of the mind and a state of shared consciousness the requires a new,
collective flesh. In other words, Death Powder proposes advancing technology allows people to
expand their minds and consciousness, but in order to accomplish this higher state of being,
people have to transform their bodies.
Similar to Tetsuo: The Iron Man’s melding of pain with pleasure, once Kiyoshi begins
his mind and body transformation, he appears to be in pain from the melting of his flesh but has
an eerie smile stretched across his face. When he has his visions of the new flesh as well as his
recollection of past events, he is frightened and in awe. His visions are accompanied by his newfound enlightenment which is supported by his revelations:
“Everything is clear now. The dust has opened my brain.”
“My mind is no longer controlled by the limitations of the body.”
“I am in a new dimension. My mind has expanded beyond mere carnal boundaries.”
“I understand the secret of the flesh.”
Kiyoshi’s words encapsulate the idea of the old flesh, their old bodies, limiting the expansion of
their minds, an expansion only offered by a new flesh in a technological age. Kiyoshi embraces
ideas of opening the mind and letting the old flesh die while Harima shares a bond with
Guernica. Additionally, the three scientists, Kiyoshi, Noris, and Harima appear to have a shared
understanding at the end of the film despite their previous clash. Before the final fusion of the
flesh, the three of them are waiting for their next victims, the delivery workers. As they are
waiting, no longer fighting, they speak to one another nonverbally, exchanging ideas
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telepathically. Kiyoshi’s appearance is back to normal, and Noris applies lipstick, indicating they
have transcended the old flesh and are preparing themselves for their new additions in their new
flesh.
Through visual and narrative components, Death Powder emphasizes three points that
support the new flesh as consequential and necessary for a technologically progressing
environment. First, Death Powder pleas for us to embrace technology as a mediator of reality,
action, and interaction. Second, the film reveals our fear, underestimation, and fascination with
technology’s power. And finally, the new flesh transformation emphasizes a transformation of
the mind as an important aspect to New Flesh Cinema.

Figure 18: The New Flesh as one, shared mass (Izumiya, 1986).

Once the men arrive at the warehouse to become new additions of the body as it expands,
viewers see glimpses of this new flesh. Fragments of body parts among slime and liquid
discharge are fused together. Flashing lights and sounds of moaning, gargling, and bubbling
accompany these images. This dark ending brings viewers back to the larger idea of New Flesh
Cinema: the new flesh transformation, like any society transformation, has its benefits and is a
necessary result of technological progression, but it is also a painful and terrifying process.
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Instead of frightening viewers, New Flesh Cinema, like Death Powder, is a cathartic film for
viewers navigating through a changing society.

964 Pinocchio: Perversion of the New Flesh

While Death Powder’s release was in the 1980s along with Akira and Tetsuo: The Iron
Man, several events occurred in the 1990s that forced Japan to face a challenging decade. In
addition to an earthquake in Kobe and a terrorist attack in Shinjuku Station by the Aum
Shinrikyo cult, Japan’s economic bubble burst (Sharp, 2019). With this devastating economic
recession, among other events, the 1990s was a significant transitional period for Japan. This
transitional period included the bankruptcy of the prominent film studio Nikkatsu while cinema
admissions dropped to an all-time low (Sharp, 2019). As a response to this difficult setback,
other studios resorted to satellite broadcasting and straight-to-video productions. In spite of this
transitional period, several directors rose to prominence, most notably Takeshi Kitano and
Takashi Miike who offered mainstream content such as yakuza (organized crime) films and
horror films, respectively, to domestic and international audiences (Sharp, 2019). Additionally,
supernatural horror films and animation series became popular among international mainstream
audiences (Player, 2011; Sharp, 2019). With all the new anxieties from various events, however,
we see a decline of New Flesh Cinema in Japan and a rise in other films to comment on the new
issues.
While Death Powder marks the beginning of New Flesh Cinema in Japan, crystallizing
the conventions that inspired subsequent directors, Shozin Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio (1991) and
Rubber’s Lover (1996) mark the end of this unique period in Japanese New Flesh Cinema. Fukui
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is one of the pinnacle figures of the experimental film directors who emerged from the
underground punk music scene. Moving to Tokyo in the late 1980s from the Hyogo Prefecture in
Kansai, Fukui formed his own punk band with members who would later serve as actors and
crew members for his future short films such as Gerorisuto (1986) and Caterpillar (1988)
(Player, 2011; Schönherr, 2009). After serving as an assistant director to Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo:
The Iron Man and Ishii’s The Master of Shiatsu (Shiatsu Oja, 1989), Fukui directed his first
feature length film 964 Pinocchio (1991).
Pinocchio is a brainwashed and mute man who is scientifically modified to serve as a sex
slave. When he fails to maintain an erection, he is thrown out by his owners and left to wander
the city streets. He meets Himiko who is impoverished and also has a wiped memory. She takes
Pinocchio under her wing and even teaches him to speak. They begin a romantic relationship
which acts as a catalyst for both character’s transformations. As the corporation searches for
their missing product, Pinocchio goes through much physical and mental anguish as he gains his
memory, and Himiko becomes sadistic and cruel. After she chains Pinocchio to pieces of rubble,
he escapes and rampages through the city streets. Himiko tries to help the search party to kill
Pinocchio to no avail. Pinocchio arrives at the corporation and kills the creators and Himiko. The
film ends with a transformed Pinocchio staring up at Tokyo Tower.
964 Pinocchio reflects the Frankenstein complex more than any other film examined in
this thesis. As I discussed in the introductory chapter, the Frankenstein complex is found in much
of science fiction, featuring man-made machinery that threatens to destroy and replace us.
Similarly, Pinocchio is a scientifically modified person created to perform certain tasks that serve
people, but when he gains some independence and personal agency, his makers fear him and
want him destroyed. Of course, like all New Flesh Cinema, 964 Pinocchio is not placing people
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and machinery in a good versus evil binary. Instead, 964 Pinocchio suggests the fusion of flesh
and metal - the New Flesh - is the futuristic ideal for all to emulate in order to survive in a
technological age. 964 Pinocchio begins by setting a premise of a world that abuses its
technological innovations. Then, the inability of people to control and understand the new flesh
is portrayed through Himiko’s transformation, while Pinocchio’s transformation depicts his
progression to the new flesh as he reaches full mental capacity. The ending of the film shows
Pinocchio’s final stages of achieving full consciousness which leads to a state of enlightenment
as the new flesh.

Abuse of Technology

Like Death Powder, 964 Pinocchio takes place in a not-too-distant future where
advanced technology is prevalent but not fully valued or respected. As opposed to fascination
and attraction, though, Pinocchio is abused and used to fulfill individuals’ perverted desires. The
fact that he is thrown away when he malfunctions shows people’s disrespect; however, the fact
that the company who made him erased his memory first conveys a fear and skepticism towards
the potential of such a creation. This idea is further supported once the company executives find
out one of their products was discarded and become fixated on tracking down their commodity
before he regains his memory. They are even more horrified when Pinocchio confronts them
with his mind intact. Because the state of mind for Pinocchio is a central factor in his
transformation, 964 Pinocchio suggests that transformation to the new flesh is a physical
metamorphosis completed through mental consciousness. Once Pinocchio gains his full memory
and consciousness, he becomes stronger and enlightened.
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At the beginning of Pinocchio’s journey, however, he is little more than the puppet after
whom he is named by the company that manufactured him. Unable to walk or verbally
communicate properly, Pinocchio, although physically transformed into an advanced piece of
equipment, still is not fully developed and closely resembles a child. His first encounter with
Himiko consists of him collapsing in between her legs while she sits on a sidewalk and trying to
suckle at her breasts like a malnourished infant. However, as Himiko takes care of Pinocchio, she
teaches him some social etiquette including how to speak which begins to rejuvenate his
cognitive development. However, the main catalyst that initiated both Pinocchio and Himiko’s
transformations began once they start a sexual and romantic relationship. Like Tetsuo: The Iron
Man, sex acts as a catalyst to the physical and mental transformations in 964 Pinocchio. But
Himiko and Pinocchio, experience this in different ways. While Himiko’s transformation is more
an awakening of latent sadistic and psychotic traits, Pinocchio’s metamorphosis consists of
physical and mental agony.
Unphased by Pinocchio’s misery from his mental and physical transformation, Himiko’s
abusive nature towards him conveys an innate desire to control and dominate this advanced
technology. After both Pinocchio and Himiko go through their own physical anguish (which is
discussed in the next section), Himiko responds by skipping manically through a hardware store
where she finds herself some supplies, including a welding mask. Wearing the welding mask,
Himiko disrupts Pinocchio’s transformation in order to make him her personal slave. Following
soon after, Himiko takes Pinocchio to a dumpster and uses chains to shackle him by the limbs
and neck to blocks of rubble. Dragging him through the streets, Himiko laughs hysterically while
Pinocchio continues his cries of anguish.

102

Figure 19: Pinocchio rampaging through the city streets (Fukui, 1991).

Not until Pinocchio begins his painful journey of gaining full mental consciousness does
Himiko try to control and dominate Pinocchio. Once Pinocchio achieves a vague sense of
volition, Himiko becomes mentally unstable and cruel in order to establish another form of
slavery for Pinocchio where he is dragged around by the collar like a dog for her personal
enjoyment. This pattern of unhinged behavior as a result of Pinocchio gaining mental
consciousness illustrates a bigger issue concerning the attempt of controlling advanced
technology out of fear and skepticism towards these innovations and all its potential. It is worth
mentioning the similar dynamic between Himiko and Pinocchio with the salaryman and his
girlfriend. The few female characters that appear in New Flesh Cinema are rarely, if ever, the
host for transformation. In Japanese New Flesh Cinema, specifically, there seems to be a
reoccurring pattern of sadistic and abusive female characters towards their metamorphic, male
counterparts.
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Weakness of the Old Flesh

A few telling scenes reveal that Himiko is another example of the corrupt nature of
science. These scenes reveal that in the past Himiko was a psychotic killer who murdered her
husband, and the same organization that erased Pinocchio’s memory erased hers in order to
release her back into society. However, these tendencies are awakened once she has sex with
Pinocchio, as if this type of interaction with the new flesh (Pinocchio) reverses the scientific
procedure. Himiko’s transformation, though, does not end there. She goes through her own type
of fleshy affliction. Himiko’s physical and mental transformation is not only the arousal of her
dormant sadistic nature but also is an example of the old flesh’s inability to adapt in the
technologically evolving new world.
As the film progresses, Himiko grows more sadistic but also becomes more and more
insane. In one of the most memorable scenes, while Pinocchio is going through his own physical
and mental torment, Himiko wanders around a subway station, sweating profusely in a deranged
manner. Eventually, she begins to excessively vomit a thick substance before collapsing and
rolling in the vomit. This revolting sequence shows the inability of the mind and body to
function properly in the new world. While Himiko’s sexual encounter with Pinocchio reignites
her inner sadist, his mental awakening slowly deteriorates her body and mind. As Pinocchio’s
mind begins to revive itself and, consequently, causing his personal agency to grow, Himiko
responds by trying to control Pinocchio. Once Pinocchio endures part of his physical and mental
transformation, which will be examined shortly, Himiko digs through garbage and finds chains
bolted to large pieces of rubble to which she shackles Pinocchio, dragging him around like an
animal. Before Pinocchio escapes, Himiko responds to the growing potential of the new flesh
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with fear. She tries to control him, just as the corporation who made Pinocchio feared the
potential of such a creation and erased his memory as a form of control. Once Pinocchio breaks
free, Himiko joins the corporation who, upon hearing of Pinocchio’s growing intelligence, is
determined to reclaim its product to destroy it. This reaction suggests a deep, collective anxiety
and uncertainty towards the new flesh.

Figure 20: Himiko writhing in her own vomit (Fukui, 1991).

As a hybrid of flesh and metal, Pinocchio represents the physical aspect of the new flesh.
However, 964 Pinocchio also conveys the need for a mental adaption in order to successfully
embody the new flesh for a new world. Both learning to speak and having sex were catalysts that
aided in Pinocchio’s cognitive rejuvenation which included physical suffering. After Pinocchio
and Himiko have sex, in one of the most grotesque scenes of the film, Pinocchio begins to gyrate
and convulse in pain, screaming as blood and a yellow discharge protrude from his mouth and
body. As Himiko watches in amusement, smoke flows out of the seizure, and the discharge
hardens around Pinocchio like a cocoon. Although this spectacle is physical, Pinocchio’s bodily
anguish is part of his mental transformation as he moves closer to embodying the new flesh. This
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grotesque scene results in Pinocchio’s restored memory and, therefore, a growing sense of
volition, though he is still in immense mental anguish.

Figure 21: Pinocchio enduring physical anguish as he transforms (Fukui, 1991).

After Himiko breaks him out of his hardened shell and fastens chains around him,
Pinocchio exercises this new-found volition by rebelling against his shackles from Himiko. He
becomes stronger and is able to break free and search after the people who created him. With
blood still on his lips and covered in white powder from the debris of his cocoon and the rubble
chained to him, Pinocchio runs through the streets of Tokyo, dragging the chains behind him.
Resembling a hysterical clown, Pinocchio conveys the persistent lack of seriousness given to the
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growing new flesh by the scientists who think they can still destroy Pinocchio. Their
frivolousness is squelched once Pinocchio confronts them at their headquarters.

Enlightenment and the New Flesh

When Pinocchio arrives at the corporation, closer to full mental capacity but still in
agony, his strength grows and he is able to break free from his chains. The corporation’s
buildings are highly industrial but are surrounded by a green landscape. This suggests the
blending of nature with machinery that pervades this new world. As the makers look upon
Pinocchio in horror, Pinocchio begs them to help him through his mental agony. They assure him
he is a monster and has to be killed. Their incessant fear and distrust towards this new form
results in their demise. Pinocchio eventually punches through one scientist’s abdomen while, at
the sight of this, two other employees have mental breakdowns. Before dying with a deranged
smile across her face, one of the demented employees convulses in both a manic and sexual
manner, indicating the desire for and incapability of attaining the new flesh.
Growing in strength but still in pain, Pinocchio continues to beg for help from Himiko,
who at this point is helping the corporation and its scientists search for Pinocchio. Aggravated,
Himiko screams at him to explode and die. In the most eccentric scene of this film, Himiko tears
off her face and throws it at Pinocchio. In place of her head, Himiko has a bulbous rock
formation complete with subtle facial features. Pinocchio attacks her, then tears off her rock head
and places it over his own. Steam shoots out of the ears. The final scene is the new Pinocchio
gazing up at Tokyo Tower, remarking, “Oh… I’m so good… everything is so crystal clear… I
like being by your side.”
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Figure 22: Himiko’s rock head that eventually becomes Pinocchio’s (Fukui, 1991).

Defeating the last opposing force, Pinocchio taking Himiko’s head and placing it on his
own suggests the achievement of gaining full mental capacity and consciousness, becoming the
complete, new flesh. The steam can be read as the release of all the mental and physical pain
Pinocchio endured to reach this new stage. Now, as the new flesh, Pinocchio stares up at an
iconic structure that represents technology and communication, the famous Tokyo Tower, which
is a communications support structure for an antenna. Pinocchio’s enlightenment and sense of
connection to this site suggests the new flesh allows a deeper understanding of technology as a
way of communicating and as a major part of the new world.

Rubber’s Lover: The Genesis of Kings and Queens

Arguably the final film for this period of Japanese cinema, Rubber’s Lover is a blend of
several of the films analyzed thus far. Released in 1996, Rubber’s Lover is filmed in black and
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white with a gritty, industrial landscape as the setting. With this style and more sexual
undertones in its narrative, Fukui’s second feature-length film closely resembles Tsukamoto’s
Tetsuo: The Iron Man. In addition, the depiction of technological science as corrupt and closely
tied with the corporate world takes after Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio while technology’s potential to
expand the mind reflects concepts in 964 Pinocchio as well as Death Powder and Akira. Because
of the economic and cultural changes from an economic recession, among other challenges,
Fukui’s film is one of the last examples of New Flesh Cinema in Japan.
Rubber’s Lover focuses on three scientists, Shimika, Motomiya, and Hitotsubashi who
conduct underground yet privately funded experiments on human test subjects whom they have
kidnapped to put the mind and body through extreme anguish. Using a combination of a Direct
Digital Drive (DDD), ether, and a rubber suit (what they call The Unit), these scientists believe
they can see the potential of the mind and discover any latent psychic abilities as their guinea
pigs endure overwhelming agony. When their funding is cut by their executives due to a lack of
sufficient results, Motomiya reveals his personal experiments on Shimika which include creating
an addiction to ether in Shimika and recording his manic episodes. Deciding to conduct the
experiment with the DDD for the final time, Motomiya uses Shimika as the guinea pig along
with Kiku, an employee hired to audit their work before it is shutdown. However, as Shimika
and Kiku undergo the physical and mental trauma of the experiment, Shimika’s supernatural
abilities are awakened which includes a deeper connection with Kiku. The film ends with
Shimika transcending the world while the other scientists are destroyed, and Kiku is left behind.
Similar to 964 Pinocchio, Rubber’s Lover bares resemblances to the mad scientist
archetype where characters are obsessed with finding answers in the name of science no matter
the carnage that ensues. As an example of New Flesh Cinema, the films blends body horror with
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technology that causes mental and physical transformation of characters which helps them cope
in a technologically evolving world. However, when it comes to the films analyzed so far,
Rubber’s Lover is unique. For instance, the film depicts the transformation into the new flesh as
a power only within a select few, closer to a process of natural selection. The three scientists
conducting the series of experiments understand that they need to find a specific person that can
withstand the physical and mental torment of the machines. In other words, they are looking for a
specific, new flesh, and not just any human will do.
As with other examples of New Flesh Cinema, the scientists in Rubber’s Lover attempt to
control and dominate their advanced machinery, showing the inability of the old flesh to cope
with a technologically advancing world. Through these same methods, Shimika’s latent powers
are brought to the surface and offer him a temporary solution as he makes his transformation.
However, in order for him to reach full mental capacity and survive, Shimika transcends this
world but leaves behind a legacy for a new flesh transformation. Through setting, mise-en-scène,
characters, and narrative and visual components, Rubber’s Lover emphasizes three important
points about New Flesh Cinema and its themes. First, the futility of resistance is reflected in the
attempt to control the new flesh through domination as opposed to embracing it. Second, the
weakness of the old flesh is demonstrated through the fetishism of rubber that is used throughout
the experimental process. Third, Shimika, as the individual selected to obtain the new flesh, is
liberated by this rubber suit, an example of advanced technology, which allows him to
experience a deeper connection with others, supernatural abilities, and a sense of enlightenment
about the new flesh and the approaching new world.
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Domination of the New Flesh

From the beginning of the film, it is apparent the scientists fall into the same trap as those
in 964 Pinocchio. Although their research and understanding of the potential of their machinery
is still in development, they already display a corrupt and perverse view of technological science.
Through the mise-en-scène, setting, and narrative components, the characters of Rubber’s Lover
display a desire to dominate and control the new flesh. This conveys a weakness in the old flesh
and its ability to control, maintain, and cope with the new flesh that emerges from technological
innovation.
The opening scene includes various shots of lab animals such as lizards, frogs, fish, rats,
and rabbits in their respective cages. Among test tubes and scientific journals, some of these
animals have small technological devices attached to their bodies. This opener succinctly
encapsulates the nature of the film as well as all of New Flesh Cinema which is the exploratory
blending of organic flesh with inorganic machinery, merging two seemingly contrasting things
into one entity. Showing this sharp contrast between flesh and technology is a visual
representation of the transitional period in which the characters find themselves.
The setting also conveys a domination of the new flesh as well. For example, the black
and white, industrial mise-en-scene conveys a sense of uncertain development and gray areas of
understanding when it comes to progress in society. Additionally, the introduction of the main
characters begins with a meeting between Motomiya and Shimika with their executive and his
assistant. The meeting sequence is shot with an extreme contrast of light and shadow. This use of
chiaroscuro lighting communicates a sense of suspicion or distrust towards this corporation, a
contrast in morals and values when it comes to technoscience. Moreover, the executive is never
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seen. Behind a translucent room divider, we see only a silhouette of the executive as he
interrogates the lack of psychic results from Motomiya and Shimika’s experiments. As a
powerful yet illusive figure, this unseen character suggests a higher force or power, an
overseeing eye that surveys the various attempts to control the progression of technology.
In fact, the overall look of the film provides a sense of this transitional period in an
increasingly technological age. While the black and white is reminiscent of Tetsuo: The Iron
Man, it also adds a gritty aspect that shows this transitioning time as a state of development and
realization, a gray area in understanding where society is heading with the expansion of
advanced technology. This expansion of technology is evident in the industrial setting as well.
Complete with shots of steaming industrial buildings intertwined with massive tubes and
belching columns, Fukui establishes the setting as an industrial landscape. In the basement of one
of these industrial buildings is where these clandestine scientists conduct their experiments. This
factory-like ambiance circles back to Japan’s first New Flesh film, Death Powder, which
becomes more apparent with one of the most iconic images. At the beginning of the film, the
assistant Akari is riding down the service elevator of the building, wearing a contraption similar
to a virtual reality headset while grasping the handles of a wheelchair. In the wheelchair sits a
man covered in bandages and technological devices. This image (people, technology, and the
deterioration of the old flesh) repeats itself in various forms throughout the film, calling attention
to the inevitable failure of the old flesh’s ability to cope with the progress of technology.
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Figure 23: People, technology, and the deterioration of the old flesh (Fukui 1996).

Once Akari begins the preparation for the bandaged patient, we can see a parallel
between the uncertainty towards advancing technology and the sexual nature of the scientists’
experiments, conveying a sense of skepticism from the doctors of this advanced technology. For
the scientists and their experiments, the sexual practices are their attempt at controlling
technology and its outcome. This ultimately leads to their demise. A minor detail worth noting is
Akari’s attire. Unlike the other scientists who usually don white lab coats, Akari wears a
suggestive costume reminiscent of a maid’s uniform. This outfit conveys a fetishized attitude that
parallels the desire to use this technoscience experiment as a source of pleasure and control
rather than expansion and liberation of the mind and body.
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Figure 24: Akari prepping the patient in her costume (Fukui, 1996).

Another preparation ritual for the patient includes Akari excessively licking and slapping
the man as he whimpers and weeps. The perverse abuse of the test subject demonstrates a
perversion of scientific methods. And the perversion of technology and its methods goes even
further. Once hooked up to the DDD device, using a device that closely resembles the “dick
drill” of Tetsuo: The Iron Man, the scientists insert ether into the test subject’s rectum for more
“immediate results.” In all of these examples, we see heavy erotic overtones as the scientists
push the boundaries of flesh and mind, suggesting the depravity of trying to control technology
and its effects on people. This, of course, leads to disastrous consequences for the scientists and
the patient who, after much physical and mental anguish and body convulsions, explodes with
spews of black puss and blood.
Finally, the scientists’ desire for control over the new flesh bleeds into their community.
The mere fact that Motomiya is conducting his own experiment on Shimika shows another layer
of domineering the new flesh. Of course, the mere fact that Motomiya and the executives are
colluding on an additional experiment on Shimika shows not only a desire to dominate and
manipulate the new flesh but also a desire to dominate and manipulate people, a complete
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disregard for human life in the face of technoscience. Once the funding for the primary project is
cut, Motomiya instantly turns on Shimika, revealing the experiment on Shimika and subjecting
him to more torturous experiments as a last hurrah. Instead of subjecting people to agonizing
experiments for the sake of science, Motomiya vindictively tortures Shimika with their
technology. This malicious intent exhibits a domineering attitude towards the new flesh as a way
to cope with the fear of the unknown potential of the new flesh. This form of coping, however,
proves to not only be ineffective but also lead to the destruction of Motomiya and the rest of the
group, reveling the weakness of the old flesh.

The Rubber Suite and the Weakness of the Old Flesh

In addition to dominating the new flesh, the film shows the weakness and inability of the
old flesh to adapt in a technological age. Other than a DDD device and injections of ether, the
various subjects are placed in a rubber suit as part of the procedure. In it, they experience
immense physical and psychological pain in order to uncover any latent psychic abilities. While
this displays a desire to push the boundaries of technology’s relation to our minds and bodies, the
use of a rubber suit also offers erotic implications.
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Figure 25: Shimika in the rubber suit (Fukui, 1996).

As mentioned before, the sexual nature of the scientists’ procedure resembles their desire
to control this technological progression. Likewise, the rubber suit, mirroring BDSM (bondage,
discipline, dominance, submission, sadomasochism) practice, is a form of dominance and
submission. The scientists are using rubber as a way to dominate technology’s relationship with
people while the test subjects are forced to submit to this “new flesh” the scientists have created.
As part of the procedure, the scientists believe this full-body rubber suit reduces the amount of
oxygen given to the brain which reduces activity and helps develop REM (rapid eye movement)
on which the DDD fixates. In this case, the rubber suit acts as a second skin, the closest the
scientists can use to replicate flesh. Similarly, in BDSM practices, rubber is fetishized, serving as
a second skin or even the feeling of being naked. With various technological attachments, this
rubber suit is a representation of the new flesh as the scientists understand it. While this may
seem like a steppingstone for the characters towards understanding our relationship with
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advancing technology, they are trying to create and control a new flesh rather than adapt their
own bodies.
While the exploding bodies suggests an inability in the old flesh to withstand the power
of advanced technology, the fetishism of rubber is an additional example of the weakness of the
old flesh. Continuing with fetishizing rubber and its BDSM implications, the old flesh is also a
form of bondage. For example, the scene in the opening of the film of Akari wearing a
technological headset with the patient wrapped in bandages not only shows the contrast of
advancing technology and our current flesh but also poses the current form as a fleshy prison in
which people are trapped and prevented from adapting their decaying flesh to a new one.
Once Motomiya overpowers and subdues Shimika, he has a conversation with Akari.
Among a ritualistic plethora of candles, Motomiya flexes various parts of his body while listing
the muscle groups to which they belong. Each muscle he flexes is accompanied by sounds of
stretching rubber. The conflation of the revered body in a most vulnerable state with sounds of
rubber shows a desire for a sort of second skin, an obsession with an idea of physical perfection.
And, although Motomiya displays a strong body, a certain physical standard, it proves to bare no
fortune when his body is put up to the ultimate test of the DDD machine, which will be discussed
in-depth below.
Once Shimika is placed in the rubber suite for the experiment, the weakness of the old
flesh is emphasized along with an eye motif that enforces technology as a mediator of reality, an
inevitable reality these scientists cannot comprehend or tolerate. As Shimika lays submissive in
the rubber suit amidst all its technology, two small television sets are attached to his sides that
display the camera’s fixation on Shimika’s rotating eye. This image not only is a literal
translation of Professor O’Blivion’s words that the television screen is the retina of the mind’s
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eye from Videodrome (Cronenberg, 1983) but also contributes to the idea that our perception of
reality is mediated by technology. Eyes are a subtle motif throughout the film, from a fixation on
the eye in the experiments, to shots of abstract art, to the eye charts in the cramped and cluttered
office where Kiku conducts the audit. While this use of eye imagery supports the prevalence that
technology plays in our perception of reality, eyes, particularly Shimika’s, play a bigger role in
illustrating the progression of the new flesh. As Shimika’s eyes begin to rotate while in the
rubber suit, assistant Akari falls to her knees with her head rotating in the same manner as his
eyes. Prostrate at the feet of Shimika, Akari’s response to the experiment reiterates the weakness
of the old flesh and its inability to mentally comprehend this superior advancement.

Figure 26: Televisions attached to the rubber suit, fixed on Shimika’s eyes (Fukui, 1996).

Another example of the fetishism of rubber as a symbol of the weakness of the old flesh
features later in the film between assistant Akari and auditor Kiku. During the final altercation
between Shimika and Motomiya, Kiku and Akari are lying on a mattress in the service elevator.
With technological contraptions attached to their crotches and listening to sounds of rubber, the
two women writhe and moan in both a sexual and painful manner. Entangled among wires, Kiku
begins to strangle Akari and calls for Shimika for help to alleviate her mental anguish. Another
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example of the blending of erotic elements and technology, this scene shows the desire and
inevitability of technology blending with people, yet people, in their current state, are not able to
withstand this advancement. The sounds of rubber as an addition draws more attention to the
fetishism of rubber in the film that represents the attempt to control technological progressions
and the new flesh. The pain of these two characters is akin to the bondage aspect of fetishism
where the characters in their current state, the old flesh, are in a fleshy entrapment that prevents
them from successfully adapting to the new flesh. An adaptation that includes a mental
awakening. To drive that point home, once Shimika is forced to endure the experiment,
seemingly for more sadistic and vindictive reasons, his latent psychic abilities are awakened, and
he emerges as the evolved new flesh.

From Flesh to Film

Like all the main characters discussed in the other films of this thesis, with the help of
advanced technology, Shimika undergoes a dramatic physical and mental transformation that
allows him to exercise extraordinary abilities, albeit turbulently. Similar to David Cronenberg’s
idea of “an energy in the mind that can’t be physically contained,” Fukui’s Rubber’s Lover (as
well as 964 Pinocchio) center on “the moment when the mind overwhelms the body” (Bogani,
2014; Schönherr, 2009, 964 Pinocchio section). Unlike past characters, however, Shimika’s
portrayal includes being one of a few select individuals to possess latent psychic abilities. These
enable him to not only survive The Unit but also acquire supernatural skills. These supernatural
skills make him more connected to others, Kiku in this case, and give him strength and a sense of
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enlightenment for the future. With the help of technology and a rubber suit, Shimika is able to
gain access to his supernatural gifts.
For example, after they both endure severe trauma, Kiku, who is attacked, and Shimika,
who endures an ether withdrawal, experience a supernatural connection with one another beyond
anything else presented in the film. Once Kiku and Shimika recover from their attack and druginduced stupor, respectively, they introduce themselves to each other. This moment is subtle but
still profound, considering these two characters have already met. In a melancholy trance they reintroduce themselves as if they became new beings and agree to escape together. A strong bond
and sense of comradery is established between Kiku and Shimika based on Shimika’s
technologically induced awakening, demonstrating the ability of the new flesh to make room for
deeper, human connection.
Before their escape takes place, however, they are restrained once again where Kiku is
tortured with a sensory deprivation machine, and Shimika is placed in the rubber suit and
injected with ether. Both are intended as cruel and fatal by Motomiya and Hitotsubashi.
Nevertheless, both Kiku and Shimika are able to withstand their torture as Shimika’s
transformation continues to grow. Instead of combusting into carnal confetti like all the other test
subjects, both Shimika and Kiku survive the same machines, providing evidence that both
subjects are stronger than the old flesh. However, Kiku merely survives this experience while
Shimika grows stronger which demonstrates the advantages of embodying the new flesh.
As Shimika’s transformation to the new flesh unfolds, he gains supernatural abilities that
open doors to various possibilities of identity and expression, a liberation. For instance, Shimika
places Motomiya in the sensory deprivation machine which, after much anguish and gyration,
turns Motomiya to dust. Meanwhile, distraught from the death of Motomiya, Hitotsubashi injects
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Shimika with a lethal amount of ether as Shimika goes through manic episode. However, instead
of dying, Shimika displays a new strength. His body disappears which pushes Hitotsubashi
closer towards insanity. It is at this point in the film where the elevator scene between Kiku and
Akari takes place. Once the elevator reaches the laboratory floor, Hitotsubashi discovers in
horror that Shimika has entered Kiku’s body who has killed Akari and is feasting on her
abdomen. These events show Shimika’s transforming body as superior to the old flesh. In
addition to his strength, like the espers in Akira or the metal fetishist in Tetsuo, Shimika is able to
take possession of another person and, showing the futility of clinging to the old form, consumes
it as a “snack” as he refers to it.
This liberation from the old flesh and to the new form is not fully complete, however. At
the climax of the film, Shimika’s power and connection to Kiku destroys Hitotsubashi and
reinforces the pain and pleasure that accompanies the new flesh. As Shimika’s body continues to
endure anguish, Hitotsubashi’s mind continues to deteriorate, furthering the idea of the frailty of
the minds of those who do not adapt to their technologies. Shimika continues to speak to
Hitotsubashi in the body of Kiku after Hitotsubashi summons him by projecting the reels of film
of his withdraw episodes. This occurrence shows Shimika’s supernatural connection to Kiku as
well as reinforce the connection between eroticism and with the new flesh. Then, Shimika, in his
original form, appears with Kiku in their melancholy trance where they describe the new flesh as
the birth of a higher entity, the “genesis of kings and queens.” Whimpering and convulsing
uncontrollably, Hitotsubashi is eviscerated with his internal organs plummeting to the ground.
Embodying the new flesh, Shimika is able to not only assume new forms, or new identities, but
also reaches a state of enlightenment where he understands his form as the beginning of a higher
state of being.
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One of the final sequences harkens back to the fetishism of rubber and how, for Shimika,
the conflation of rubber and technology, eroticism with technological progression, is a form of
liberation. With the ether gun, rubber suit, and films, Kiku and Shimika take refuge in a small
apartment, hiding from the company’s executives who are trying to locate Shimika before his
memory returns and the films of him are discovered, ruining all their work in the process. This
brief conversation between the executive and his boss sheds light on the delay of Shimika’s
transformation and the source of his pain. While in hiding, Shimika experiences another episode
where he is in immense pain. In order to soothe him, Kiku injects him with ether as he smells the
rubber suit. Instead of destroying his mind and body, the combination of rubber (a secondary
flesh) and technology acts as a catalyst for Shimika that awakens the power to assume a new
flesh as well as a sedative for his anguish.
As Rubber’s Lover comes to an end, Shimika’s old flesh, once he regains his memory, is
stretched too thin to the point he is forced to transcend with reels of film left in his place. In
doing so, Rubber’s Lover offers a literal depiction of the medium as the message. In the final
sequence, in addition to emphasizing his connection to Kiku, Shimika’s relentless agony
suggests a need for a new form for a new world. While Kiku is out, like a flipped switch,
Shimika jolts from his sedation and regains his memory. With their connection, Kiku senses his
pain and returns to Shimika only to find him deliriously unraveling the reels of film. As Kiku
tries to console him, Shimika experiences a vision of him in bed with Hitotsubashi in the middle
of a sexual encounter while slowly ripping Hitotsubashi’s flesh with the executive manically
laughing in the corner of the room. This vision is a final reminder of the futility of grasping on to
the old flesh. Shimika screams to Kiku that he cannot control the power before seizing to move
or breathe. At first distraught, Kiku soon encounters another melancholy trance then discloses
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the location of Shimika to the executive. When the executive arrives, Shimika’s body is gone
with a chest full of reels of film in place of his body. Upon discovering the contents of the chest,
mounds of black puss and blood spew from the chest as the executive screams in agony and is
destroyed. The final shot of the film is Kiku, sitting alone along the wall of a subway station.
These final shots emphasize the inevitable dominance of the new flesh that only a selected few
will obtain, surviving and thriving in a technological age as a result. In addition, Fukui reminds
viewers of the importance of film, especially his film, as the guide to understanding the new
flesh and the new world.
Similar to Pinocchio in 964 Pinocchio, it is when Shimika obtains full mental
consciousness that he is able to embody the new form. But, like Tetsuo in Akira, Shimika’s
changing body and mind must to transcend this world. A representation of his complete
abandonment of the old flesh is through the vision of Shimika tearing away the flesh of one of
his adversaries. This type of power is what the scientists were searching for, which explains the
deranged man in the corner. However, unlike the other films under discussion, Shimika
transcends this world by taking another form, the form of film. In his use of the film imagery,
director Fukui takes a more literal interpretation of the medium as the message. Like all New
Flesh Cinema, Rubber’s Lover portrays advancing technology as an extension of human
experience and an increasingly important part of society. Rather than a threat to humanity,
technology requires a (often painful) transition as people adapt to a changing world. Shimika
transforming into film itself suggests the important role cinema plays in this technological
progression as well as a guide for viewers who are navigating this changing world. Rubber’s
Lover takes this idea a step further by depicting a world where some may make it to the higher
plane of existence through technology, but those who try to control its progression will be
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destroyed. Kiku’s character, despite her connection to Shimika, ends up alone, suggesting a sort
of natural selection process where only some achieve in integrating into a new world. Once
again, I will take a brief sidebar to note that, although Kiku demonstrates incredible strength and
tolerance against the tortuous experiment, she, like all female characters in this thesis, does not
transform into the new flesh or transcend to another world.

Figure 27: Kiku surviving the experiment but left behind (Fukui, 1996).

Besides showing the strength of the new flesh through Shimika’s character, Rubber’s
Lover also demonstrates the weakness of the old flesh through the fetishism of rubber used in
their endeavors of finding the new flesh. The weakness of the old flesh comes in the form of the
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scientists’ attempt to dominate and control the new flesh as opposed to embracing it. In doing so,
Rubber’s Lover portrays the new form required for a technological age as a higher form, not a
malevolent monster.

Conclusion

The conflation of both the subgenres of body horror and cyberpunk in Death Powder,
964 Pinocchio, and Rubber’s Lover, at first glance, could easily be read as a horrifying depiction
of technology’s effects on the minds and lives of people, leading to a contagion of societal
decadence. However, I argue these gritty, experimental films are portraying the pain and struggle
that come with societal changes induced by technological advances. These advances force people
to endure a time of instability as they navigate through a rocky terrain. The three films
considered here contribute to New Flesh Cinema by adding an emphasis on mental
consciousness in the adaptation to a new flesh.
Izumiya’s Death Powder set the stage for Japanese New Flesh Cinema by including the
new flesh as a physical transformation as well as a gaining of full mental consciousness and
enlightenment. With a legacy of technology as a mediator of reality, action, and interaction,
Death Powder offers a perspective on technology as a means to expanding our minds. In
addition, the expansion of the mind enabled by advancing technology opens doors to a shared
human consciousness, connecting on a supernatural level. To obtain this higher state of
consciousness, however, requires a new flesh. The transition to a new flesh is a painful process
but, as these films argue, a necessary one.
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Adding to ideas of technology enabling a higher consciousness, Fukui’s 964 Pinocchio
centers on a hybrid of flesh and metal in the form of a cyborg sex slave, Pinocchio. Though
Pinocchio embodies the new flesh in a sense, his lack of memory inhibits a full mind and body
transformation. Once he regains his memory, however, Pinocchio becomes unfathomably strong,
overpowering his captors and achieving a heightened sense of enlightenment. His adversaries, on
the other hand, are examples of people using technological advancements and the new flesh for
their own perverse desires as opposed to adapting themselves to this new form. In this attempt to
control the new flesh, the malicious parties are destroyed while Pinocchio reaches the next stage
of life in a new world.
Finally, Fukui’s second feature, Rubber’s Lover, touches on similar themes of control and
consciousness. The corrupt scientists’ ruthless experiments that use advanced technology to find
psychic abilities shows a desire to control technology as well as its outcomes. Similar to the
scientists of 964 Pinocchio, the scientists of Rubber’s Lover inject eroticism into their
experimental process. Rubber as a motif is used to convey the fetishism of the new flesh, making
a point of domination and submission, bondage, and liberation. For those trying to control the
new flesh, the rubber suit represents the desire to dominate technology and make it submissive to
their depraved motives. At the same time, the attempt to make a new flesh shows the old flesh as
a form of bondage, which is especially true for Shimika who is in immense peril in the old flesh.
However, when the rubber-techno suit awakens his powers, the rubber motif is a point of
liberation that helps eventually push him to the next form. Shimika’s film remnants speak to the
role film plays as a guide for people negotiating a changing, new world.
Rubber’s Lover, Death Powder and 964 Pinocchio all contribute to a deeper
understanding of New Flesh Cinema. Instead of viewing film as mere entertainment and
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escapism, New Flesh Cinema imagines film as a guide for viewers struggling to accept a
changing society. These films argue social transformations are inevitable side effects to
advancing technology, and we need to adapt in order to survive.
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Conclusion
New Flesh Cinema: An Extension of the Body
Nicki: Your body has already done a lot of changing, but that’s only the beginning – the beginning of the
new flesh. You have to go all the way now. Total transformation. Do you think you’re ready?
– from Videodrome

Although films of New Flesh Cinema like Akira, Tetsuo: The Iron Man, Death Powder,
964 Pinocchio, and Rubber’s Lover can be easily discounted as baffling and violent gore-fests
only intended to shock and disgust their audiences, I argue these grisly gems offer a unique
perspective on technological modernity that helps people navigate an inevitable technological
age. Instead of depicting advanced technology as an external threat to society and our humanity,
New Flesh Cinema suggests technology is part of our natural progression which requires a
transitional process that is both necessary and painful. In doing so, New Flesh Cinema
contributes to notions of film as a cathartic medium that has the potential to help society navigate
the anxiety that accompanies a changing world. New Flesh Cinema supports McLuhan’s (1964)
theory of the “medium as the message” which claims bourgeoning technologies, such as cinema,
are capable of creating new environments or “counter-environments” that help us perceive the
environment itself and provide awareness of new environments (p. viii). This thesis not only
sheds well-deserved light on an overlooked subgenre but also contributes to a larger conversation
concerning the cyclical pattern of influence between media and society.
New Flesh Cinema in Japan arose from the disillusionment felt by emerging youth
cultures in the midst of economic prosperity from a flourishing technology industry. In addition
to automobile manufacturing, Japan rapidly became the leader in global technological
innovations, ultimately engineering the majority of the world’s consumer electronic products
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(Colombo, 2012). With Japan’s thriving technological innovations came economy prosperity
with luxury and extravagant lifestyles for salarymen (Johnston, 2009). With this prosperity,
however, came an equal amount of rebellion, especially from various youth cultures.
Some of the various youth cultures were dissatisfied with content produced by major
cinematic studios. Competing with television in the 1950s and 1960s, big studios did not know
how to cater their content to emerging youth cultures. This resulted in a few major studios
shutting down or resorting to producing pinku eiga (soft-core pornography) while a several
smaller studios began to open (Richie, 2005; Standish, 2005). The emergence of smaller,
independent studios allowed numerous individuals more freedom to express various subject
matters in controversial ways. This freedom of expression founds its way to Tokyo’s
underground punk music movement where musicians were creating unconventional music as a
form of expression and embracing foreign styles (Matsue, 2011, p.75). Combining these various
areas of creative freedom and expression, we find several of New Flesh Cinema’s directors who
were, themselves, punk musicians who featured their band members in their films.
Offering three case studies of five films, I argue New Flesh Cinema is a significant
contribution to film history. Like most horror films, New Flesh Cinema is more than a method to
get cheap scares but provides insights, commentary, and strategies to help societies navigate
collective fears and anxieties (Marriott, 2004; McRoy, 2008). In the case of New Flesh Cinema,
these films re-imagine the rise of technology and its effects on society as a transitional process.
Through horrific and repulsive images of people’s bodies torn apart and refigured, New Flesh
Cinema proposes ideas of a “New Flesh” as a necessary adaption required to survive in a
technological age. Instead of expressing apocalyptic fears towards these impending technological
innovations, New Flesh Cinema presents advancing technology as a natural progression that
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requires a transitional period, albeit a frightening and painful one. Once the transforming
characters embrace their changing bodies and new condition, they are able to exercise
extraordinary abilities and become stronger. However, with this “New Flesh,” the characters
become ill-suited for this world and are forced to create their own world from their abilities or by
transforming their current environment. By examining these films, I argue that they are a type of
blueprint for viewers as they attempt to navigate through a technological age which enhances a
larger conversation concerning cinema as a cathartic and helpful medium while shedding light on
the complicated relationship between media and society as influencers of one another.
By examining various films of New Flesh Cinema from Japan, I show the diversity in this
cinematic marvel as it ranges in style, themes, and endings that, nonetheless, continue to embody
New Flesh Cinema’s literal and visceral imagery of the body evolving into a form better-suited
for a technological age. For the first case study, I argue how Akira approaches this conversation
towards our altering world and makes a case that this technological progression, although
terrifying, is necessary, beneficial, and inevitable. Aside from the scale of its production, Akira
sets itself apart from the rest of the films in this thesis by offering a more global vision of the
large-scale impact of progressing technology. Premiering only one year later, Shinya
Tsukamoto’s Tetsuo: The Iron Man is a globally renowned independent production that uses
practical effects and stop-motion animation to support its experimental style. This gritty, blackand-white film features an ordinary salaryman who discovers scrap metal growing from his flesh
until he becomes part of a giant heap of flesh and metal that is determined to turn the whole
world into metal. In addition, erotic imagery and themes pervade the majority of the film, calling
attention to the ways advancing technology and modernity challenge ideas of intimacy and
human connectedness. Finally, the last chapter examines three films spanning ten years but all
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connected to underground films inspired by Tokyo’s punk music movement. All highly
experimental and unique films, Shigeru Izumiya’s Death Powder (1986) and Shozin Fukui’s 964
Pinocchio (1991) and Rubber’s Lover (1996) are set in a not-too-distant future where advanced
technology is ubiquitous but underestimated, leading to the characters’ downfalls with few
transforming into a stronger being. What further joins these films together is their emphasis on
full consciousness as a means to completely transform both mind and body to fit the new world.
Among the films analyzed in my case studies, there are various commonalities the films
share which encapsulates New Flesh Cinema in three ways. One, advanced technology is
depicted as a mediator of our action, interaction, and perception of reality. Two, New Flesh
Cinema emphasizes the importance and difficulty of transforming and adapting. Three, the films
address technophobia by revealing our fear and fascination with technology’s potential and
power as well as the need and inevitability of a new flesh suitable for this growing power.

Technology as a Mediator

One way New Flesh Cinema responds to advancing technology includes technology’s
growing ability to act as a mediator of our action and interaction with one another as well as a
mediator of our perception of reality. In doing so, New Flesh Cinema contributes to Marshall
McLuhan’s (1964) theory of the medium as the message, believing technology creates new
environments or “counter-environments” that offers a means to help us perceive the environment
itself (p. viii). In other words, how we come to understand our environment is shaped by the
medium that is used to process information. Likewise, New Flesh Cinema comments on
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technology as a prominent social mediator by using the medium of cinema which requires and
relies on advancing technology.
While Akira has numerous memorable scenes, one of the most iconic moments is when
Tetsuo replaces his obliterated arm with scrap metal which subsequently acts as a catalyst to the
most extreme stage of his physical transformation. As a literal extension of himself, his metallic
appendage is a visual illustration of technology as a mediator of our action. When parts of his
body are taken away from him, Tetsuo uses metal to act as a mediator of his future actions,
showing technology as a facilitator for actions that go beyond the ability of our old flesh.
Tetsuo: The Iron Man offers commentary on ways in which technology mediates our
perception of reality as well as our interactions with one another. There are several instances
where the audience sees events through the lens of a television screen. For instance, when the
audience learns a doctor’s insights after the fetishist is run over by the salaryman, it is through a
television set that is placed amongst the pile of metal in the fetishist’s layer. These examples
suggest that technology mediates our perception of reality and various events in our life. Also, as
the technological age challenges ideas of humanity an intimacy, Tetsuo suggests the fusion of
flesh and metal allows characters to connect with one another. After their violent altercation
between the girlfriend and the salaryman, the girlfriend holds a knife in the salaryman’s neck
while she embraces and kisses him. This is one of several examples of metal used during a
sexual interaction, suggesting that a technological world requires an adjustment for our
interactions, and technology acts as a mediator the allows intimacy in a new world.
Finally, both Death Powder and Rubber’s Lover offer examples of technology mediating
our actions, interactions, and perceptions. The character Noris in Death Powder is an example
the ubiquitous nature of technology and its use as part of our actions and interactions. Always
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wearing a headset with a gun attached to her hand, Noris embodies the idea of technology
constantly used with interactions. Furthermore, when Noris kicks the still square frame of
Harima that sends him flying across the room, we see another example of technology mediating
a physical interaction. For Rubber’s Lover, the rubber suit used in the scientists’ experiment
comes with technological attachments including small television sets that fixate on the test
subject’s eyes. A literal depiction of Professor O’Blivion’s insights in David Cronenberg’s
Videodrome (1983) of the television as a retina of the mind’s eye, the television attachments to
the rubber suite suggests technological mediums, such as television, plays a major role in our
perception of reality, particularly our perception of the new flesh that results from advancing
technology. Lastly, once Shimika transcends the world, reels of film are left behind as his
remains. In doing so, Rubber’s Lover offers an illustration of film, a technological medium, as a
means to understanding how to navigate the technological age.

Importance of Transforming and Adapting

A major characteristic of New Flesh Cinema is its cringe-worthy depictions of the human
body being torn apart and refigured. It is important to recognize that the main characters are not
destroyed but transform, meaning the transformation that accompanies adapting to a
technological environment is a painful process. New Flesh Cinema assures its audience that
while this transformation process is excruciating, it is also necessary in order to survive in a new
world. With the agonizing transformation, however, the changing characters gain abilities and
strength their old form could not sustain.
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The transformation of Tetsuo in Akira is a painful process but simultaneously allows him
to exercise extraordinary abilities which shows the benefits that come with adapting to a
technological world. Not only is Tetsuo endowed with numerous abilities, such as telekinesis,
visions, and levitation, but the esper children, as products of harrowing technological
interventions, also possess similar gifts that elevate them above the old flesh. Gifted with a
supernatural connection to one another, the espers and Tetsuo become more enlightened due to
their transformation. As they continue to endure their transformation, their pain is met with
benefits which suggests adapting to a technological age comes with discomfort but benefits that
help us survive and thrive in a technological world.
While Akira depicts the pain and benefits to the characters’ physical adaptation, Tetsuo
adds to this idea by combining pain with pleasure. Tetsuo shows a modern society driven by
technology that requires a fusion of flesh and metal which conflates pain with pleasure. The pain
and pleasure the characters experience is a form of catharsis for them as well as a depiction of
the difficulty and advantages of assuming the new flesh. Additionally, both the salaryman and
the fetishist inherit supernatural powers that allow them to have an uncanny connection with one
another and help them endure their physical transformation as well as overpower and even
possess others.
In addition to the physical agony of adapting to the new flesh, Death Powder, 964
Pinocchio, and Rubber’s Lover add a mental factor to transformation. Death Powder’s focus on
Kiyoshi’s transformation includes the melting of his facial tissue as well as his enlightened
mental state. Even though he experiences pain, he also experiences a deeper understanding of the
new flesh and the new world. His mind-body transformation results in the merging of his body
with multiple people into one as a shared consciousness which, although a difficult process,
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allows a shared, supernatural connection. 964 Pinocchio, on the other hand, follows the
technologically modified man as he regains his memory which leads to a higher state of
consciousness. As Pinocchio slowly regains his memory and consciousness, he becomes stronger
and more powerful than the old flesh but also endures extreme mental and physical agony.
Achieving this heightened state of consciousness resembles the discomfort of a transitional
period but the simultaneous benefits from enduring and embracing this change. Lastly, like
Tetsuo, Rubber’s Lover uses eroticism to emphasize the pain and pleasure of transitioning to the
new flesh and focuses on mental torment as well as physical. Of course, the goal of the
scientists’ experiment is to push the body to torturous extremes to find psychic powers, but the
methods of conducting the experiments come with erotic elements, most notably the use of a
rubber suit and a phallic drill used to inject ether into the subject’s rectum. For Shimika,
however, the melding of eroticism with physical anguish, pain and pleasure, help him unlock his
latent, psychic abilities, allowing him access to numerous, albeit volatile, supernatural abilities.

Countering Technophobia

Although New Flesh Cinema is part of the science fiction horror genre that features
characters undergoing horrifying and grotesque changes, the films of this subgenre offer a
counterpoint to technophobia by reimagining the rise of technology as a transitional period
brought on by advancing technology. Technophobia stems from the fear and skepticism of
technology and its consequential effects which can include the human race becoming obsolete
(Bennett, 2016; Dinello, 2005; Rushing & Frentz, 1989). However, New Flesh Cinema poses
technology as a literal, physical extension of us. Rather than an external threat, technology in
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New Flesh Cinema is presented as a part of our natural progression, the next step. The films
examined in this thesis counter technophobic ideas by conveying the inevitability of and need for
a new flesh because of a weakness in the old flesh that is ill-suited for a new world.
For instance, in Akira the espers’ bodies are essentially decomposing, and Tetsuo endures
immense, physical torment as his powers grow stronger. This reinforces the idea that
technological progression requires a new flesh to support newfound power. Also, the visions
from the espers and Tetsuo emphasize a technological age as an inevitable future. This
inevitability is apparent through the narrative, mise-en-scène, and film score. Otomo establishes
a society that is devastated from clinging to traditional structures such as education, family life,
military, science, exhibiting the necessity of social change since traditional social structures are
becoming obsolete. Combined with an advanced metropolis with flashing lights, massive tubes
running through the streets, and radical weapons and vehicles, the environment in Akira conveys
a sense of inevitability of a transforming society. Similarly, through the distinctive combination
of traditional Japanese and Indonesian instruments with advanced synthesizers, the musical score
illustrates a society in the midst of a social transformation brought on by technology. Also,
Tetsuo’s metallic arm provides a literal illustration of technology as an extension of ourselves
rather than a threat. And finally, Akira’s ending cannot go unnoticed. Because Tetsuo’s current
environment cannot sustain his new flesh, he is forced to leave this world and becomes a godlike entity of his own universe. This stresses the importance of adapting to a changing
environment and the need for a new flesh to fit this impending new world.
Tetsuo continues to counter technophobia by presenting technology as a part of us that
requires a necessary and inevitable adaptation. Metal as a reoccurring theme in Tetsuo represents
the modern world and advancement of technology. The metal emerging from the salaryman’s
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body, as opposed to invading it, suggests that technological modernity is already a part of us and
an initiator in advancing the human race. The transformation of the salaryman is a painful and
horrifying one that he fights against. However, his efforts prove to be useless, showing the
futility of resistance towards this new flesh. It is not until he stops resisting and accepts his full
transformation that the salaryman no longer experiences agony. As part of a heap of flesh and
metal with the fetishist, the salaryman and fetishist decide to transform the world to fit their new
flesh. In doing so, Tetsuo counters technophobia by resolving the narrative not with the world
ending but with a new world beginning, a world fit for technological advancements.
Finally, Death Powder, 964 Pinocchio, and Rubber’s Lover are set in a slightly distant
future where advanced technology is ubiquitous, but its potential is not fully realized by the
characters. This ultimately leads to their demise with only some succeeding in assuming the new
flesh. These films counter technophobic ideas by showing the weakness of the old flesh and the
need for a new one that can survive in a technological age. Through a narrative that follows three
fugitive scientists who steal and hide a feminine cyborg, Death Powder hinges on the limitations
of the flesh and stresses how technology allows us to fully access our minds. In order to do so,
we have to assume a new flesh fit for our advancing minds. There is even a group of characters
with decomposing bodies who are desperately in pursuit of this cyborg, underscoring the need
for a new flesh. This fascination and fixation towards advanced technology acknowledges
skepticism of technologies’ capabilities while displaying an understanding of its significance.
Though Kiyoshi experiences physical anguish, he meets his transformation with enthusiasm as
his mind expands. This coincides with the film’s ending where Kiyoshi physically joins with the
other scientists and, presumably, the rest of the world. This ending suggests that the old flesh
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will inevitably decay, but technology allows for a higher consciousness, enabling us to have a
massive, shared connection.
964 Pinocchio counters fears of technology by presenting the old flesh as incapable of
physically and mentally coping with advancing technology while Pinocchio rises above as the
enlightened one. Pinocchio, as the blend of flesh and technology, thrives once he endures the
mental and physical anguish of transitioning to the new flesh, moving beyond the body and
reaching a state of enlightenment. As Pinocchio regains his memory and becomes stronger,
however, Himiko’s sanity wanes and her sadistic tendencies resurface, showing the inability of
the old flesh to adapt to a technologically evolving world and the desire to control this advancing
technology. Ending with explosive battles between Pinocchio and Himiko as well as employees
of the company that modified him, Pinocchio gains full consciousness and destroys his enemies,
emerging as the superior and enlightened new flesh.
Lastly, Rubber’s Lover’s erotic fetishism towards finding the new flesh displays the
ineptitude of the old flesh to grasp the concept of adapting to a technological world while,
instead, trying to control it and impose it on other people. The characters of Rubber’s Lover try
to maintain control over advanced technology as opposed to allowing it to be an extension or part
of themselves. The exploding bodies and deteriorating sanity of the test subjects and scientists
show the futility of controlling the new flesh. While Shimika’s transformation help him
overcome his captors, he is no longer suited for this environment.
The films of my case studies, along with the rest of New Flesh Cinema, support three
notions of advancing technology. One, technology is a mediator of our action, interaction, and
perception of reality. Two, the films pleas for us to transform and adapt ourselves to a
technological age. Three, New Flesh Cinema counters technophobia by revealing our fear and
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fascination with technology and the need and inevitability of a new flesh for a new world. In
doing so, New Flesh Cinema proves to be more than an obscure sub-genre of science fiction and
horror, but a medium capable of transforming our negative perception of the technology.

New Flesh Cinema’s Decline, Future Studies, and Final Words

Although technological modernity continues to persist, New Flesh Cinema declined in
the 1990s for Japan due to a devastating economic recession as well as an earthquake and
terrorist attack. With the economic recession and a rise of international competitors, Japan’s
technological development weakened (Lohr, 2008). Because of this rise in these various, other
threats, it is possible that concern with social impacts from technology no longer seemed as
important. Filmmakers shifted their focus to supernatural horror films and films featuring themes
of ijime (bullying). A possible reason for a surge in kaidan (ghost story) films with the “avenging
spirit,” as McRoy (2008) refers to it, a ghost from the past haunting the present, could be a
longing to be avenged or feelings of nostalgia and for a once prominent society that now faces a
difficult present with an uncertain future (p. 75). Films centered on bullying that feature youth
relentlessly inflicting “detached cruelty” on one another until the weakest person is destroyed or
only one person emerges victorious can reflect the cut-throat competition young adults had to
face in a poor economy with limited jobs available (McRoy, 2008, p. 103).
Regardless of this shift in focus from filmmakers and audiences, New Flesh Cinema
remains a significant contribution to cinematic history, and this thesis is one of the few that has
scratched the surface of this subgenre. Considering the majority of the transforming characters in
New Flesh Cinema are male, a focus on gender issues in these films would be an important
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avenue of future research. The few female characters that exist are typically sadistic and cruel
towards their male counterparts. Kiku from Rubber’s Lover is one of the few female characters
to survive much physical torment but still does not achieve the same status of Shimika. Besides
the directors of these films being all men and, therefore, having a limited perspective or
representation, there are likely several reasons behind the specific depiction of women in New
Flesh Cinema. For example, it could stem from fears of women becoming more and more
empowered from a modernizing society. Future research that focuses on women not featured as
the main, transforming hero could contribute to an understanding of the representation of
women’s bodies in film, particularly horror film. Because women’s bodies are often presented
for and from heterosexual, male points of view, it stands to reason that filmmakers and studios
would assume audiences do not want to see a woman’s body grotesquely torn apart and mutated.
Focusing a study on the depictions of women’s bodies in horror films would contribute to
literature of such scholars such as Barbara Creed, Carol Clover, and Julia Kristeva.
Despite its prominence in the 1980s and 1990s, New Flesh Cinema remains an important
part of cinematic history. In a world of ever-growing technological innovations, New Flesh
Cinema continues to offer a blueprint to guide us through each transitional season that comes
with every milestone in technology. In doing so, New Flesh Cinema does more than entertain, it
has the potential to help audiences navigate a rocky and unfamiliar terrain. New Flesh Cinema
embodies McLuhan’s theory of the medium as the message, addressing concerns over advanced
technology through a medium that heavily relies on technological innovation. If New Flesh
Cinema is both a response and solution to social change, it contributes to a larger conversation
regarding society’s impact on media content and media’s impact on society.
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New Flesh Cinema is a significant film genre that has been given little to no scholarly
attention. And yet, it offers insightful social commentary on collective anxiety comparable to the
horror and science fiction genres, which has received the lion’s share of attention. Moreover,
unlike the usual trope that pervades much of science fiction, New Flesh Cinema does not pose
technology as a malicious threat against our exitance but portrays advancing technology as an
inevitable part of human progression. The violent, graphic imagery of character’s bodies fusing
with metal and technology in New Flesh Cinema underscores its emphasis on technology as a
literal extension of ourselves. Although these images are horrifying and often cringe-worthy,
New Flesh Cinema, in lieu of being lost to the new world, urges people to adapt themselves to an
impending technological age that, like any transitional period, is both freighting and necessary.
So, I will end this thesis with the same question posed in New Flesh Cinema’s
Videodrome: Do you think you’re ready?
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